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ABSTRACT
THEATRES OF WAR: PERFORMING QUEER NATIONALISM IN MODERNIST
NARRATIVES
SEPTEMBER 2017
ELISE SWINORD, B.A., DEPAUW UNIVERSITY
M.A., MIAMI UNIVERSITY
Ph.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Laura Doyle
Queer writers in Britain during the early twentieth century found themselves in a
fraught geopolitical context formed by imperial violence and the First World War. In
this dissertation, I argue that many queer modernist artists employed performative
strategies in order to navigate the increasingly narrow vision of WWI-era British
national culture that accompanied this historical context. While performance
allowed them to express queer politics and desires without risking total exposure
and persecution, their performative aesthetic depended on a problematic use of
racial tropes through which these desires were channeled. By attending to moments
of national and gendered performances in the texts, my approach critically engages
the conflicted and conflicting racialized ideologies buttressing these modernists’
radical queer politics. I call this aesthetic approach “queer nationalism” to capture
the ambivalence of these artists to state power: at once critical of patriarchal and
imperial ideologies, these artists benefitted from racial and class privilege afforded
by the state. Beginning with Oscar Wilde’s role in defining modern homosexuality, I
then examine the case of Maud Allan, a dancer who caused outrage at the end of the
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First World War in her attempt to perform the eponymous role in Wilde’s play,
Salomé. Her Orientalist performances triggered fears of the foreign Other in the
British cultural imagination, and eventually led to accusations of espionage and
lesbianism, prompting the infamous “Cult of the Clitoris” trial. I then examine
Virginia Woolf’s role in the Dreadnought Hoax, in which she wore blackface to
impersonate an Abyssinian prince. I analyze her use of racialized performance in
both the hoax and her novel Orlando in order to illustrate how Woolf eroticizes
African figures to communicate queer desire. The third and fourth chapters move to
the years just before the Second World War, examining two writers’ responses to
fascist threats. I argue that Djuna Barnes’ Nightwood employs circus imagery as a
vehicle for disability tropes. Deployed to challenge fascist notions of degeneracy
(which also implicated queer, Jewish, and non-white bodies), disability tropes
challenge the Nazi vision of a homogenous national community, yet also reveal
Barnes’ problematic exploitation of disability as an aesthetic. I finally return to
Woolf to examine her use of performative disidentification in Between the Acts as a
way to critique the dominant narrative of national heterosexuality (yet not its
racializing force). Contributing to conversations positing race as a central
framework of modernist literary form, this dissertation argues that within
expressions of radical queer politics, currents of race and sexuality coalesce to form
a uniquely performative modernist literary aesthetic.
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INTRODUCTION

“What puzzles me is that people who had infinitely greater gifts than
any of us had…were unable to influence society. They didn’t have
anything like the influence they should have had upon 19th century
politics. And so we drifted into imperialism and all the other horrors
that led to 1914. Would they have had more influence if they had
taken an active part in politics? Or would they only have written
worse poetry?”
—Virginia Woolf, August 24, 1940 Letter to Ben Nicholson

“To A Happier Year”

—E.M. Forster, dedication to Maurice (1914)

In a 1960 terminal note to E. M. Forster’s Maurice, a novel about a gay man’s
coming of age and love affairs written in 1913 and unpublished until after his death
in 1971, Forster notes that “a happy ending was imperative…I was determined that
in fiction anyway two men should fall in love and remain in it for the ever and ever
that fiction allows” (250). Maurice gives up his upper-middle-class life to run away
with Alec, a servant. There is no suicide pact, no tragic ending, which, Forster points
out, made the book impossible to publish as it thus endorses rather than punishes
the lovers’ perceived “crime.” The happy ending for Maurice and Alec is a rare one
for queer characters of modernist fiction, as equally rare as the explicit
representation of queerness itself. Further interrupting the publishing of the book,
Forster notes, was the War, making such a happy ending impossible for two men of
service-eligible age in 1914. These two factors intersected at a particularly perilous
1

historical moment in queer and British history, with World War One marking a
pivotal moment in gender relations, understandings of British masculinity, and
modernist aesthetics.
At the same time that Forster was finishing Maurice, his Cambridge cohort,
by then known as the Bloomsbury Group, had reconvened their Play Reading
Society. Though the Society had been in abeyance for five years, it was begun again
in 1914 because, according to Clive Bell, “in these days of storm and darkness, it
seemed right that at the shrine of civilization…the lamp should be tended
assiduously” (qtd. in Putzel 48). Though tending that lamp may have been part of
their goal, it is clear that these writers and artists, many of them privately queer,
also found an outlet for queer desires and gender nonconformity through
performance, as one might infer from Lytton Strachey's private performance of The
Unfortunate Love or The Truth Will Out, in which Duncan Grant plays a boy disguised
as woman, Clive Bell plays his lover, Lytton’s wife Marjorie plays a woman in man's
clothes, and Vanessa Stephens plays an ambiguously gendered woman (54). It is
significant that at this time of “storm and darkness,” queer artists found solace and
some freedom in performances that allowed them to embody a new (often queered)
identity, yet return at the end of the performance to the protection of social, racial,
and economic privilege. These performances often relied on nonwhite identities and
cultures as vessels through which to channel these currents. A 1909 diary entry of
Adrian Stephen recalls a party at the Botanical Gardens at which Virginia Stephen
(Woolf) dressed as Cleopatra, thus citing the fetishizing of the Orient that fueled the
Salomania of the fin de siècle (qtd. in Putzel 51). Most revealing is Roger Fry’s Post
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Impressionist Exhibit of 1910. Virginia and sister Vanessa Bell attended the event
dressed like “Gauguin girls” in flowery draped sarongs and “browned” skin (Lee
287). While the stunt seems intended to subvert traditional notions of femininity
and respectability, the “joke” itself depends on deploying primitivist and racialized
tropes common to avant-garde modernism in order to create a pastiche of
Polynesian exoticism, rather than simply drawing attention to European imperialist
hegemony.
It is nothing new to say that modernism is deeply invested in performance
and performativity, nor is it a revelation that many modernists expressed otherwise
hidden desires through aesthetics. I contend, however, that at this historical
moment when Europe and its colonies were facing a global clash of empires,
performance became not only a means of expressing queer desires, but was indeed
one of the few modes capable of providing sufficient cover to these artists, because
it allowed them to maintain a national identity whose sexual, gendered, and racial
boundaries were becoming increasingly narrow in the face of the geopolitical crisis.
To appreciate their maneuvers, we must reconsider the geopolitics of the period and
how they influenced British investments in racialized popular tropes that were used
justify British imperialism and triangulate queer desires. In this introduction, I will
outline a brief history of British North African and Middle Eastern imperial
encounters, as well as the First World War (another imperial engagement), placing
it in tandem with the developing discourses of gender and sexuality at that time. By
doing so, I seek to reinterpret modernist aesthetics in this period by illustrating how

3

“inter-imperial” history is inextricably tied to queer history.1 My title, “Theatres of
War” is meant to suggest the multiple places where war happens (on the battlefield
and on the home front) as well as in the ceremonial, staged, and everyday
performances that aid in maintaining nationalism, particularly in the era of the First
World War.
Imperial Encounters in the Post-Wilde Era
Early twentieth-century Great Britain was a place of expanded contact
between white and non-white national and racial identities as a result of the
expansion of the Empire. By 1873, the Franco-Prussian War had left Europe reeling
from a global depression spurred by France’s withdrawal of capital from nearly all
foreign investments in order to meet the terms of the German victory (“Finance”).
Combined with deflation caused by an insufficient gold supply, this economic crisis
led to a new surge of imperialism during which European powers sought wealth in
the acquisition of new colonial territory, most notably in the “scramble for Africa” in
the 1880s, which included a push for British control of gold-producing South African
regions (Kent 234-5). As a war of empires, World War One continued a history of
colonial violence that introduced racial alterity into the British imaginary more than
ever before.2 British colonial violence in South Africa, Egypt, and the Middle East
created a new archive of exoticized racial tropes in British minds and culture. From
the “Salomania” of the 1890s, subsequent to General Gordon’s devastating defeat at
See Laura Doyle, “Inter-imperiality and Literary Studies in the Longer Durée” for
an explanation of her term, “inter-imperiality,” as a way to counter notions of the
modern period as interactions between the European empires and the colonial
peripheries, and instead encounters between global empires.
2 See John Morrow, The Great War: An Imperial History.
1
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Khartoum, to the popularizing of blackface in British vaudeville acts—a practice that
gained prominence around the time of Britain’s major colonizing efforts in Africa
and lasted well beyond the South African Boer Wars—Great Britain’s national
anxieties about the strength of the empire often manifested in popular
performance.3
At the same time, Great Britain became a site of broader awareness of
nonconforming gender and sexual identities in the wake of the rise of sexology and
Oscar Wilde’s indecency trials, sparking an incitement to (sexual) discourse without
precedent. Around the same time, the 1899 Boer War in South Africa drew attention
to the fact that many Englishmen were physically unfit to serve in the army (Kent
237). Compounded by the fact that the war dragged on years longer than expected, a
crisis in white English masculinity ensued. Concerns over racial degeneration and
low birth rates for white women in England were common, and childbearing (within
one’s own race) became a patriotic obligation as the eugenics movement gained
ground among the intellectual and social elite.4 As a result, traditional gender roles
were encouraged as a response to fears of the “weakening” of the English race. The
rise of scientific racism, used to justify such fears at the turn of the twentieth
century and welcomed by many intellectuals at the time, served to buttress a
nationalism imbued with xenophobia and white supremacy. In this reproductive
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See Michael Pickering, “The Blackface Clown” in Gretchen Gerzina’s Black
Victorians for an examination of how blackface developed uniquely in Great Britain
in reaction to continuing and changing British contact with Africans.
4 See Dan Stone, Breeding Superman: Nietzsche, Race and Eugenics in Edwardian and
Interwar Britain; and Alys Weinbaum, Wayward Reproductions: Genealogies of Race
and Nation in Transatlantic Modern Thought.
5

model of national belonging, queer folk were non-contributors; thus, the trope of the
queer outsider—at best loner, at worst, foreign intruder—held powerful sway.
The perceived threat to traditional masculinity and heteronormative
reproduction was compounded by anxieties concerning homosexuality in the armed
forces during World War One. At a time when massive numbers of young men lived
and trained together, often abroad, alienated from traditional kinship structures for
years at a time, homosocial relationships among soldiers was an accepted and
expected occurrence. What made this war’s homosocial landscape different than
others was the cultural precursor to the war, the fin de siécle decadence that Oscar
Wilde came to represent. The fear that homosociality would slip into homosexuality
was clear in the unprecedented organized persecution of homosexuality within the
British army. Philip Hoare notes that “[t]he minimum sentence if convicted of
sodomy, was ten years; the maximum was life, and officers found guilty of either
offence [sodomy or sexual acts in public] would be cashiered before being
sentenced” (28). The proliferation of court-martials for indecency from 1914-19
points to a larger fear, originating in the Wildean decadence of a two decades
earlier, of British masculinity itself becoming a casualty of war.
In order to situate the queer subject within this particular historical context, I
join scholars who have shown national belonging as inextricable from race and
sexuality. Drawing on Laura Doyle’s historical framing of Englishness as “racial
patriarchy” in the context of transatlantic literature, I see heterosexual reproduction
as the predominant instrument of reinforcing racial and ipso facto national
boundaries (“Bordering” 21). By reproducing bodies of a dominant racial group,
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citizens of the nation guarantee the continuation of structural racism, patriarchy,
and other inequalities. As a primary national duty, this system necessarily excludes
nonreproductive bodies, often counted as disabled, queer, and racially
“subordinate” bodies. In order to capture the sense of the ideological power of this
system, I find Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner’s concept of “national
heterosexuality” productive: national heterosexuality is a “sanitized space” of “pure
citizenship” imagined as a familial society based on proper behavior and
attachments that functions as a central principle of national culture (549). This
imagined sanitized space, unsullied by racial and sexual outsiders, allows for the
preservation of racial supremacy and patriarchy’s foundational importance to the
nation.
To those in the Bloomsbury Group and other (semi-privately) queer writers,
being exposed as queer would, at the least, jeopardize their economic and social
status (based largely in their class and racial privilege), and at the most, result in
prosecution and imprisonment. This dissertation examines the ways in which these
artists used performance in their fiction and public personas in order to negotiate
queer identity without risking total exposure. The often uncanny and layered
representational nature of performance allowed these writers to explore different
notions of identity while still retaining attachments to state power. Despite the
radical queer politics found in many of these performances and performative
narratives (which were sometimes accompanied by radical critiques of race and
empire), these writers often relied on problematic racial and imperial tropes, tropes
that perhaps felt like safe territory in which to anchor their racial and national
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belonging at a time of national crisis. Within this context, these writers and artists
developed a performative modernist aesthetic shaped by what I call queer
nationalism: a nationalism formed by allegiance to institutions of power that
reframes aspects of its ideologies queerly through performative means.
In her introduction to Citizen, Invert, Queer titled “Queer Nationalisms,”
Deborah Cohler uses the term to describe how nationalist discourses in Britain
during World War One formed understandings of lesbian identity. Cohler sees her
project as a “corrective” to histories of sexuality that privilege male homosexuality
as major historical markers, and assume lesbianism followed a similar, if less visible
path. I see this chapter as a corrective of another sort: by exposing the links between
imperial history, sexuality, and national identity within the context of performance,
we can rethink this history queerly. While Cohler’s focus on lesbian identity is a vital
and necessary perspective of queer British history, her use of “queer nationalisms”
is in line with Laura Doan’s concept of “queerness-as-being,” that is, queer as an
adjectival descriptor (qtd. in Houlbrook 134). I advocate instead for a “queer-asdoing” approach, one that positions these modernists as actively queering and
playing with nationalism.5
While “queering” evokes imagery of radical queer politics, the notion of
“play” captures an important facet of my approach with respect to its sense of
privilege and frivolity. White writers can “play” with racial difference either
textually or in lived performance, yet they always have the privilege to return to the
safety of whiteness. The writers discussed in this dissertation play with racial
5

David Halperin's definition of “queer” is also useful here: broadly, it is not a
positivity but a “positionality vis-a-vis the normative” (62).
8

difference in order to investigate the challenge and complexities of queerness and
national identity, yet the politics of racial otherness are left largely unexamined. The
catalyst to this approach is Toni Morrison’s Playing in the Dark, in which she charts
what she calls the Africanist presence in literature written by white writers in the
United States. Morrison identifies the Africanist presence in American literature as
providing a staging ground for the demarcating of white American identity.
Freedom, she argues, is only imaginable for white writers against the backdrop of
enslavement: civilization against savagery, order against chaos. Africanism, similar
yet distinct from Orientalism, is the whole range of associations, meanings, and
tropes that African peoples (and by extension, blackness) signify in the EuroAmerican imagination (7). Africanism, Morrison observes, has become a way of
discussing issues ranging from repression to active sexuality to the exercise of
power in literatures from nations with a significant historical population (7). By
locating Africanisms in British modernist contexts, I hope to chart a critical map of
how wartime British identity was demarcated by engagements with black and
brown colonial subjects and how these engagements entered the cultural
imagination in the form of Orientalism and Africanism, ultimately providing a
vehicle for modernists to queer national identity.
Within this model of queer nationalism, this dissertation traces the genealogy
of “queerness” in Britain—a term suggesting a range of sexual and gender
expressions—from the emergence of homosexuality as an identity rather than
simply an act at the turn of the twentieth century, through the proliferating
expressions of queer desire and identity in art and culture in the interwar era, to the
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imminent threat of fascism to queer bodies in the shadow of World War Two. Before
the early twentieth century, homosexuality as an identity or community lacked the
societal significance that might engender fear, scapegoating, or even interest;
instead, homosexuality was figured as sodomy, a single sin that could be purged
from polite society (or as was most common, simply kept private).6 These new
sexual discourses resulted in an incitement to classify, and for the homosexual, this
meant an attempt to classify how homosexuality figured into the national
community.
I take it as a foregone conclusion that the potential for queer lives to be
visible or expressible depended on the shifting cultural contexts of these writers
within a broader geopolitical scene. Thus, in many modernist texts, we find a sense
of global influence alongside and often inextricable from queer currents.7 The
blurring of national or normative sexual boundaries (or both simultaneously) often
indicates a deeper ambivalence toward the very nature of these boundaries as well
as the mixed attachments these authors had to the idea of the nation. This blurring
of national and sexual normativity is evident in texts ranging from Oscar Wilde’s
Chinese opium dens frequented by Dorian Gray to James Joyce’s Hungarian Jewish
Irish Leopold Bloom. Through an examination of performances marked by global
influence, this dissertation engages in current conversations of global modernism
See Alan Sinfield, The Wilde Century: Effeminacy, Oscar Wilde and the Queer
Moment; Matt Houlbrook, Thinking Queer: The Social and hte Sexual in Interwar
Britain; and Deborah Cohler, Citizen, Invert, Queer: Lesbianism and War in Early
Twentieth-Century Britain.
7
In my use of “queer currents,” I owe a great debt to Joseph Boone in his theorizing
of “libidinal currents” as those narrative energies that emerge, both sexual and
textual, in the modernist project of attempting to represent interiority (14).
6
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that seek to expand understandings of modernist aesthetics both spatially and
temporally, locating cultural production as always already determined by and in
response to geopolitical negotiations.
The centrality of race in modernist form in both the United States and Great
Britain has been established as a critical intervention in new modernist studies, as
has the necessity of considering how queer affinities and politics helped shape
modernism. From the spaces of Gertrude Stein’s and Natalie Barney’s salons, to the
narratives of Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway and Nella Larsen’s Passing, to a major
subset of World War One battlefield poetry and prose, queer currents exist in a wide
variety of modernist texts. And, while scholars have attended to queer
performativity in modernist drama and dance, little has been said about how
performance as a broader aesthetic strategy has been employed by queer modernist
writers to negotiate national identity during the global crises of the early twentieth
century. When considered in terms of narrative fiction, understandings of
performativity are most often limited to performative speech acts, and sometimes
address the description of staged drama within novels.8 This dissertation holds a
wide view of how performance enters modernist narratives, addressing how staged
and social performance, speech acts and dance all coalesce to form a rich and
complex yet underexamined modernist aesthetic that ultimately served as a queer
survival strategy.

8

For a convincing examination of performative speech acts in modernist literature,
see Eve Kosovsky Sedgwick’sessay study of queer performativity in Henry James’
The Art of the Novel.
11

In doing so, I position myself alongside scholars who see racial and sexual
sensibilities as formative to modernist aesthetics.9 Like these scholars, I contend
that the form and content of many modernist narratives evoke a sense of identity,
particularly sexual and gendered identity, as in flux and unfixed; further, I affirm the
centrality of race as a formative element of modernist form as it pertains to
conceptions of Englishness. While these established arguments are important
interventions, I further argue that race and sexuality, as central factors of
“Englishness” at the historical moment, are inextricably linked in modernist
narratives, and these artists’ participation in racialized imagery was a critical
component of their queer aesthetic.
Combining queer readings of wartime national identity with performance
theory, this dissertation thus rethinks the sexual and racial investments of British
modernism in terms of Britain’s larger geopolitical context. In an examination of five
modernist artistic engagements with national and imperial culture and related
social performances, I argue that the increasingly constraining vision of WWI-era
British national culture as a space of (racially and sexually) “pure” citizenship set
the stage for a rich yet troubled web of racialized performance among queer British
modernists. These writers and artists navigate and make sense of their ambivalence
with British nationalism by employing strategies that can now be seen as
performative. By attending to moments of national and gendered performances in
the texts—expressed socially, dramatically, or as speech acts—my approach
See Urmilla Seshagiri, Race and the Modernist Imagination; Joseph Boone, Libidinal
Currents; Michael North, The Dialect of Modernism; and Patricia Juliana Smith,
Lesbian Panic: Homoeroticism in Modern British Women’s Fiction.
9
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critically engages with the conflicted and conflicting racialized ideologies
buttressing these modernists’ radical queer politics.
Performing the Nation
The lens of performance allows for a view of identity that is multiple and
transitive rather than singular and fixed, for to perform means to enact, but
necessarily with a difference. If one can say that performance is fundamentally a
form of testing reality through play, these writers play with the possibilities of
identities outside the boundaries of normative nationalism and gender while
maintaining some sense of belonging to those normative institutions that allow for
their political, social, or artistic survival. This notion of play also draws on the
inherently temporal nature of performance. Performance is different in each of its
iterations. And, as performance theorist David Román has posited, the temporality
of performance depends on the audience in the sense that “the spectator intersects
in a trajectory of continuous production” (qtd. in Carlson 4). This tenet applies
equally to staged and identity performance: identity fluctuates from one moment to
the next, and is constituted in relation to the spectator.
In order to draw attention to the mutability of identity, the writers in this
dissertation use a range of performative strategies, thereby putting performance’s
temporal nature into play in their work. These include disidentification and staged
performance tropes, which I discuss below, as well as the carnivalesque and
performative speech acts. In my usage, the carnivalesque incorporates Mikhail
Bakhtin’s understanding of the carnival as a time when the fantastical intruded into
everyday life and disrupted power structures, as well as the literal tropes of the
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carnival, which we see in Djuna Barnes’ circus and freak show imagery.
Performative speech acts are utterances that literally perform an action rather than
simply describing something. The famous example explicated by performance
theorist J.L. Austin is the marriage vow: “I thee wed” is an utterance that transmutes
a couple from unmarried to married. It performs the action of marrying. Given the
themes of this dissertation it is also helpful to keep in mind other utterances that
perform. One might think of the doctor’s exclamation of “It’s a girl/ boy!” upon the
birth of a child as enacting the gendering of that child, while the oath of citizenship
instills the rights and privileges inherent to that nation upon the new citizen.
As Benedict Anderson observes, the perceived universality of national
identity suggests that everyone should “have” a national identity, similar to the
perception that everyone “has” a gender identity, productively connecting the
fiction of universal national identity with the fiction of universal attachment to a
singular gender identity (5). Judith Butler’s theory of the performative nature of
gender asserts that all identities are inherently performative in that they are
“instituted through a stylized repetition of acts” (“Bodies” 519). Gender is not
inherent or even stable in its various iterations, but a constant process of enacting
and reenacting. The performed identities of nationality and gender not only
intersect, but are mutually constituted. Homi Bhabha’s evocative language of “the
scraps, patches, and rags of daily life” that “must be repeatedly turned into the signs
of a national culture” echoes Butler’s language of the constitution of identity through
the repetition of acts (297). The theatrical, ceremonial, and everyday performances
of nationalism—the ideals and ideologies that produce a narrow notion of what it
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means to belong to and reproduce the nation—are one of the central means by
which national identity is reproduced. In these performances (both staged and
everyday), performative gender subversion gestures towards and is often
constituted by the queering of the sexualized racial hierarchy underpinning national
ideologies.
My work here is greatly indebted to José Esteban Muñoz’s scholarship on
queer performance. Munoz contends that queer performance allows us to “imagine
a world where queer lives, politics and possibilities are representable in their
complexity” (1). A principal way of doing this, he suggests, is disidentification.
Disidentification often involves the queer subject working from within dominant
ideology to create change by reframing elements of the dominant narrative
otherwise in order to draw attention to the constructed nature of identity. Gertrude
Stein does this most obviously in her experimental libretto for the opera Four Saints
in Three Acts: Stein cast all black performers to play European saints in an opera
with at least four acts featuring dozens of saints, and incorporated both avant-garde
language valued for its aural effect and street vernacular, as when the Compère
announces “Last act,” to which the Chorus replies, “Which is a fact” (“Virgil”). Stein
queers the genre of opera and the Catholic hagiographic tradition, drawing attention
to the racism implicit in Western patriarchal culture. This strategy serves to
deconstruct dominant messages in a narrative, thereby exposing the universalizing
ideologies at play and reconstructing them in order to make queer identities and
queer desires visible. By both challenging and participating in discourses of national
and racial supremacy, queer subjects are implicated in the cultural logics of
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heternormativity, patriarchy, and racism, while at the same time susceptible to
being excluded from the privilege they provide.
While many modernists use disidentification, Woolf masterfully does so
throughout her oeuvre, as in Jacob’s Room when the narrator, describing Jacob at the
opera, contemplates the desire for mutable identity through the lens of imperial
power:
[T]he difficulty remains—one must choose. For though I have no wish to be
the Queen of England—or only for a moment—I would willingly sit beside
her…. And then, doffing one’s own headpiece, how strange to assume for a
moment some one’s—any one’s—to be a man of valour who has ruled the
Empire…. But no—we must choose. (69)
In a rare move, the narrator switches to first person, calling attention to the
uncertainty of the narrator’s gender. The narrator identifies with the both the
female imperial ruler and with the British “man of valour,” effectively drawing
attention to the construction of gender identity, which ipso facto calls into question
the “naturalness” of the power structures the Queen represents. Of course, the
absurdity comes in the narrator’s resignation to choosing: while one cannot in fact
choose one’s station in society, as the narrator seems to suggest, the fluctuation
from female to male identification—especially framed by the “doffing” of a
costume— suggests that perhaps one can choose one’s gender identification. Woolf
explores this discrepancy later in Orlando: while Orlando’s gender transformation
and aristocratic status are not choices, his playing with North African and Turkish
gendered identities to express gender difference is.
To set the stage, my first chapter provides an historical overview of
queerness in early twentieth-century Britain from Wilde’s imprisonment to the
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“Cult of the Clitoris” of 1918. I examine the case of Maud Allan, a dancer who, after
gaining fame with her performance of an Orientalist Salome-inspired dance,
attempted to perform the eponymous role in Wilde’s proto-modernist, controversial
final play, Salomé. Amid rumors of political and sexual intrigue, Allan became the
center of the “trial of the century,” in which a right-wing politician accused her of
aiding the German infiltration of Britain via a supposed cohort of homosexuals who
could be easily manipulated. Guilty by association with Wilde, her German
connections, and rumors of lesbian liaisons, Allan became a victim of vitriolic
nationalistic ideologies. Enfolding eroticized, Orientalized racial performances into
her queer modernist aesthetic, Allan unwittingly entangled herself in a geopolitical
battle fueled by fears of sexual deviance. By establishing the links between
Orientalism, queer performances, and the national context of the First World War,
this chapter provides a framework for understanding how British national identity
is constructed by understandings of the colonial Other as inherently “queer,” and at
the least, peculiar, and at most, sexually dangerous. Allan’s legacy inspired a wide
circle of queer writers, including Djuna Barnes, who wrote two short stories
influenced by Allan titled “What Do You See, Madam?” (1915) and “The Head of
Babylon” (1917), both of which feature a version of the John the Baptist legend with
a gender queering plot.
Linking the significance of performing an Orientalist Salome to the
significance of North African imperial engagements, chapter two positions
Bloomsbury’s Dreadnought Hoax as a precursor to racialized performance in
Virginia Woolf’s Orlando. In 1910, Woolf and her Bloomsbury cohort boarded the
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HMS Dreadnought as part of a famous hoax in which they dressed in blackface and
impersonated a delegation of Abyssinian royalty, with Woolf performing across both
gender and race. While most critics have considered this episode an act of antiimperial defiance, I see the hoax as an ambivalent performance in which racial and
social privilege allowed the hoaxers to cite racist tropes while still posing a
challenge to imperial, patriarchal authority. This ambivalence appears years later in
the racialized performances of Orlando. I argue that Woolf capitalizes on the cultural
imperial imaginary formed by Britain’s recent Middle Eastern and North African
imperial exploits, employing the image of “the Moor”—a figure saturated with both
Africanist and Orientalist associations in British national culture—to communicate
queer desire.
Shifting to the years just before the Second World War, chapters three and
four show how the impending threat of fascism created a new iteration of “queer
nationalism” in interwar modernist narratives. My third chapter turns to Djuna
Barnes’ Nightwood (1936), and to the significance of performing queer bodies and
the queering of bodies through disability discourses in the shadow of European
fascism. Against a background of decaying European imperialism, the carnivalesque
characters of Nightwood represent the groups most persecuted by fascist
governments: queers, the disabled, Jews, and people of color. Taking into
consideration the historical context of the Nazi view of modernism as “degenerate
art,” Nightwood functions a subversive and disruptive text to the homogeneity
mandated by fascist aesthetics and politics. By making “extraordinary bodies”
visible, Barnes challenges both dominant narratives of disability and the
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homogeneity of the idealized national racial community. In an effective yet
problematic deployment of racialized and seemingly ablist tropes, Barnes requires
that we imagine both bodies and desires differently, thereby queering the fiction of
the homogenous national community.
The fourth chapter examines the use of performative disidentification in
Woolf’s Between the Acts as a way to critique the dominant narrative of national
heterosexuality (yet not its racializing force). While the novel centers on a village
history pageant in praise of the empire, the staging of national, patriarchal, and
heteronormative ideologies are framed by the subplots of a failing marriage, a queer
stage director and artist, and the disidentifying missteps of the amateur working
class performers. Throughout, Woolf employs racial tropes to suggest the outsider
status of queer white characters, while subsequently maintaining a racially white
and English national backdrop.
While performativity is a central element of my conception of queer
modernist aesthetics because of its implicit challenge to fixed and stable gendered,
sexual, national, and racial identity, I finally appeal to the notion that queerness is in
itself performative, functioning as an act of doing rather than simply describing.
Muñoz describes queer aesthetics as containing “blueprints…for a forward-dawning
futurity” (“Cruising” 1). To queer is to change, with the hope of enacting a better
future. Queer nationalism, then, is descriptive of the attachments to state power
held by queer modernists, and also a constant process by which these modernists
queer the nationalistic impulses that placed them precariously on the boundary of
belonging. Though Forster found the national culture unfavorable for publishing a
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queer novel even fifty years after it was written, his dedication, “To A Happier Year,”
reminds us still of the constant forward reaching of both the modernist project and
queer existence.
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CHAPTER 1
QUEERING SALOME: PERFORMING THE ORIENT IN THE SHADOW OF OSCAR
WILDE
“Nations dance—when they dance naturally—to the tune of their destinies.”
—Maud Allan
“[T]he existence of homosexuality is far from impairing the fighting qualities of an
enemy nation. The unhappy Prince was nicknamed ‘Eulenbourge,’ Berlin became
know as Sodom-on-Spree, and… ‘Do you speak German?’ was now among the most
familiar graffiti in the public conveniences of Paris.”
—George Painter, 1959 biography
of Marcel Proust

Introduction
Though now faded from collective memory, Maud Allan was one of the most
popularly successful modern dancers in Edwardian England, certainly exceeding the
popular (if not critical) success of Isadora Duncan. Despite her life-long work to be
recognized as an artist, not just a “dancing girl,” Maud Allan has come to be known
mostly for her role in what was dubbed the “trial of the century” in England, in
which Allan as a public figure became the scapegoat for reactionary Member of
Parliament Noel Pemberton Billing. Marked as the embodiment of Georgian
decadence, Wildean depravity, and foreign influence, Allan became the target for a
nation on the verge of losing the First World War. Despite Allan’s attempt to
position herself as socially and politically moderate (she opposed suffrage, for
example) amid a world of avant-garde artists, she became embroiled in a scandal
that would mark her as a lesbian, debauched eccentric, and worst, a tool of German
espionage.
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Allan noted the beginning of her dancing career as 1903, three years after
Wilde’s death. Yet, in her most famous dance “The Vision of Salomé” and later in her
proposed part as the eponymous femme fatale in Wilde’s final play Salomé: Une
Tragedie en Un Acte, Allan summons the ghost of Wilde and his place in English
memory. In her staged and social performances, Allan invokes familiar nationalistic
racial and imperial tropes to audiences at the time, yet with a queer difference
(cemented by her homage to Wilde), that ultimately positions her as the target of
homophopic, nationalistic factions during a time of national crisis. Ultimately, I see
Allan’s choreographed dance “The Vision of Salomé” (and Wilde’s play Une Tragedie
en Un Acte with which Allan was involved later) as a cultural production that was
part of (and contributed to) the archive formed in the British cultural imagination in
reaction to British colonial engagements in North Africa, particularly the Sudan
campaign of the 1880s. Yet when the familiar Orientalist archive intersects with
dangerous (marked as foreign) queer sexuality through Allan’s investment in
Wilde’s legacy, what becomes clear is the fragile construction of performances like
Allan’s.
While capitalizing on the queer appeal of Orientalist sexuality, Allan crosses
the line into threatening queer outsider status by tying herself to Wilde, thus
marking her formerly familiar performance as foreign, threatening, and queerly
dangerous to both the pure citizenship of the nation and the fate of the British
Empire in a moment of national and imperial crisis. In order to understand the
complex geopolitical and historical contexts that led to the “scandal,” I first examine
Oscar Wilde’s role in the shift in understandings of homosexuality as an identity at
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the turn of the century. I then move to contextualize this new view of sexuality as
greatly influenced by German sexology theory and colored by associations with
German decadence, thereby creating a link in the British imagination between
Germanness and sexual deviance. Introducing Maud Allan’s dance performance of
the Salome myth, I then connect British imperial conflicts in the Middle East and
North Africa with the “Salomania” craze on which Allan capitalized. Arguing that the
popularity of Salome and other Orientalist figures in British culture had much to do
with queer investments in the racial Other, I illustrate how Allan utilized both
German and Orientalist associations to imbue her performances with a sense of
queer allure. Finally, I argue that this queer allure became dangerously queer in the
context of the First World War, as became clear in the arguments against her in the
trial that invoked Allan’s association with Wilde’s legacy and foreign influence as
evidence of her potential for subterfuge.
While the fear of foreign subterfuge at home has always been implicated in
the shoring up of nationalism during times of national crisis, rarely has it been so
tangled in concerns over queer sexuality as in the lead up to and during the First
World War in Great Britain. This fear was enacted through popular portrayals of
foreign sexuality as barbaric; the widespread implication that the Germans had
committed “atrocities” against Belgian civilians, for example, resulted in the
production of English recruitment posters that relied on a rhetoric centered in the
hypothetical threat to English womanhood posed by the savage “Hun”, and also
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those that portrayed German soldiers as animal-like racial degenerates.10 While
both sides engaged in propaganda campaigns, what is noticeable about the British
propaganda was its sexualized rhetoric. German soldiers were “deviants” who
would rape not only the English nation but also its women. It was an easy leap in the
minds of the British public from common notions of more free German sexuality,
formed in reaction to the early Gay liberation movement in Germany and recent gay
sex scandals among the German elite, to German sexual “deviancy.” These notions of
dangerous foreign sexuality were buttressed by a history of colonial influence on the
British cultural imagination that framed foreign sexuality as threatening, from Sir
Richard Burton’s theory of the “sotadic zone” to the common narratives of rape of
white women by Indian men during the Indian Revolt.11
Maud Allan was a darling of the London scene in the early years of the 20th
century, and was financially and socially supported by the city’s social and political
elite. Though never performed during Wilde’s lifetime due to antiquated laws
prohibiting the portrayal of Biblical figures on stage, his final play, Salomé, written
in 1895, fed the “Salomania” craze that lasted at least through the First World War
and upon whose influence Maud Allan cleverly drew when she choreographed her
For example, the text of one early recruitment poster begins, “To the
Women of Britain: You have read what the Germans have done in Belgium.
Have you thought what they would do if they invaded this country?”
11 Encapsulating the southern edge of Europe and the African coast from Morroco to
Egypt, Burton’s “Sotadic Zone” describes a climatological and geographic
phenomenon among the inhabitants in which there is a “blending of the masculine
and feminine temperaments, a crisis which elsewhere occurs only sporadically”,
thus allowing for homosexual sex among both men and women (Burton). Egypt, he
claims, was “that classical region of all abominations” (Burton). While described in
terms of the morally reprehensible, this vision of the Orient held sway in the British
imaginary, creating a nexus of conflicting and seductive attachments to Egypt and
other lands intermittently under British colonial control.
10
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dance, “The Vision of Salomé” in 1908. When Allan attempted to parlay her
popularity into an acting career by playing the eponymous role in a 1918 production
of Wilde’s Salomé, the fear and anxiety of sexual subversion implicit in the Wilde
scandal was reinscribed on Maud Allan’s thinly-veiled female body during a time of
inter-imperial war, anti-colonial resistance, and gender crisis in England. That Allan
was known for performing an overtly sexual, Orientalized dance and had strong ties
to German culture prior to the war became powerful fodder for right wing MP
Billing’s 1917 smear campaign against her and what he saw as a weak ruling class,
contaminated by German and decadent (queer) influences. This combined with a
general sense of mystery about female sexuality easily fed rumors of secrecy and
subterfuge. Allan’s German education, associations with the liberal political elite,
and status as a dancer placed her at the center of the “Cult of the Clitoris” scandal
fueled by nationalistic fervor during a precarious moment for Great Britain during
the First World War.
Oscar Wilde & Homosexuality in Modern Britain
To fully understand the role Oscar Wilde played in the public scandal of the
Maud Allan libel trial, it is necessary to contextualize Wilde within the queer history
of Great Britain. Oscar Wilde’s infamous failed libel suit against the Marquess of
Queensberry marked the end of his career and spurred the subsequent criminal trial
that would lead to his imprisonment and death. The familiar story is that the
Marquess of Queensberrry, Lord Alfred Douglas’ father, left a card at Wilde’s club in
1895 with the note, “To Oscar Wilde, posing somdomite [sic]” (Strattman xviii).
Wilde filed a libel suit against Queensberry, and when, during the proceedings, the
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allegations were found to have merit, the Crown charged Wilde with sexual offenses,
resulting first in a hung jury, and during the second prosecution, finally with a
conviction of “gross indecency” (Kalpan 226). Wilde was sentenced to two years of
hard labor and solitary confinement at Reading Gaol, ultimately leading to the poor
health, exile, and poverty that precipitated his death from meningitis in Paris in
1900. The name “Oscar Wilde” quickly became shorthand for the taboo language of
homosexual acts, but also notably, homosexual identity, as when Forster’s Maurice
describes himself as “an unspeakable of the Oscar Wilde sort” (159). Wilde’s
reputation and work thus fell into disrepute until well into the twentieth century.
Though Wilde has become the icon of the emergence of homosexuality into
public discourse and culture in Britain, his persecution was the climax of a recent
incursion on nonnormative sexuality targeting primarily gay men. The awareness of
male homosexuality as a threat to the social order in modern Britain was first
marked by the Labouchère Amendment, an addition to the Criminal Law
Amendment Act of 1885 which was primarily aimed at curbing prostitution. The
Labouchère Amendment criminalized male homosexual acts of any kind in public or
private, with little to no evidence required to prosecute.12 While the amendment
marked a shift in understanding from homosexuality as acts of intercourse between
men (women were not considered or included) to a class of sexual tendencies and
behaviors, characteristics such as effeminacy or aestheticism in men would not have
marked an individual as queer, but were more likely to mark that person as a
The act of sodomy had been outlawed in England since 1533, yet the Labouchère
Amendment targeted behavior as much as acts of intercourse between men
(Neumann).
12
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member of the social elite. Thus, homosexuality was, at this time, constituted as a
sexual proclivity rather than as a “type” of person with a range of associated traits.
This attention to homosexuality in public discourse intensified in 1889, when the
Cleveland Street scandal brought to light the sexual solicitation of London telegraph
messenger boys by aristocratic men, including Prince Albert Victor (Kent 247-8).
While the Cleveland Street scandal was shocking due to the fame and elite status of
the offender, it is likely that the Prince may have been slandered as a “sodomite”—a
married man with children who occasionally had sex with men, but in general lived
a heterosexual existence—rather than a homosexual, or, to use a term I privilege
due to its broader usage and nonhistorical specificity, queer. Alan Sinfield argues
that such episodes were often more a matter of class perception—as seen in this
scandal, the aristocrat “slumming” with rent boys—than with sexual identity. We
see this, too, in Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest, in which leisure and
dandyism are associated with class privilege as opposed to queerness (at the time of
the play’s original production, at least).
The ensuing Wilde trials mark a moment in British history when the
homosexual emerged as a commonplace character, a “type” of person invoking
certain (often unfounded) associations of dress, mannerism, cultural elitism,
trustworthiness, and general moral character. Prior to his trials, Sinfield argues,
Wilde would not necessarily have signaled to the British public homosexuality, but
instead a whole range of gendered expressions (dandyism, aestheticism, and
decadence for example) (2). The Wilde trials ushered in a shift in perception in
which a nexus of performative gendered behavior—including effeminacy, leisure,
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idleness, insouciance, decadence and aestheticism—came into focus as the image of
male queerness (3).
“Do You Speak German?”
While German culture had long been considered superior in its production of
music and art, this association with cultural enlightenment was compounded by the
late 19th century developments in sexual discourse that originated in Germany. This
association was partly based on the homosexual emancipation movement, which
can be dated to German doctor Karl Heinrich Ulrichs’ public calls for the repeal of
laws forbidding sex between men in 1867 (Ross). Austro-German Richard von
Krafft-Ebing was the first to introduce the term “hetero-sexuality” in his 1886
Psychopathia Sexualis, which described a range of sexual “perversions” and was
designed primarily as a reference document for judges and doctors (Sinfield 30).
The next generation of sexologists included the British doctor Magnus Hirschfeld,
whose continuance of Ulrichs’ previous work included an insistence on a biological
basis for the spectrum of sexual behavior, a theory for which he advocated in his
founding of the Scientific-Humanitarian Committee in 1897. Austrian Sigmund
Freud’s Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1905), though later exploited as a
rationalization for the ability to “cure” homosexuality through therapy, made the
crucial distinction between sexual practice and gender, helping to codify sexual
identity as related to but distinct from sexual practice. While sexology had taken
hold in Great Britain by the turn of the century, most notably in Havelock Ellis’
influential Sexual Inversion (1897), the normalizing of homosexual existence
retained strong associations with German culture.
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These real advances in sexual science and theory were compounded by
rumors of homosexual conduct among the highest ranks of the German ruling class,
especially in the wake of the Wilde trials and other sex scandals in Britain. In 1907,
Prince Philip von Eulenburg, a childhood friend and adviser to the Kaiser, was
accused by a conservative German journalist of homosexuality. What came to be
known as the Eulenburg scandal prompted a backlash from within the German
government and fueled reputations of German sexual permissiveness across
Europe. The Kaiser dismissed Eulenberg and an associated advisor, leaving only
militarists in his cabinet, which some suggest contributed to the German strategy of
attrition during the First World War instead of a more moderate, peace-seeking
approach (Sinfield 42).
While metropoles such as Berlin and Paris had long been known for their
looser restraints on sexuality and public sexual expression, London’s emergence
into the world of Decadent cosmopolitanism came several years later. In 1912,
Madame Strindberg (former wife of the playwright) created the Cave of the Golden
Calf (named after the Old Testament forbidden idol, suggesting a forbidden
lifestyle), a neo-Decadent, next generation Café Royal and known den of decadent
sexuality.13 Writers and artists such as Wyndham Lewis, Gaudier-Brzeska, and Ezra
Pound mingled with members of Britain’s upper class in this bohemian scene
(Hoare 10). While the upper class came to represent a decadence loosely associated
with sexual immorality, a very real association existed between the British ruling
The Café Royal was a late-nineteenth century meeting place for the London
cultural elite, including Oscar Wilde, who was famously advised there by Frank
Harris to drop his libel suit against the Marquess of Queensberry and flee to France
(Belford 251).
13
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class and “decadent” German culture. In addition to the well-known connections
among the British and German royal families, Prime Minister H.H. Asquith and his
wife, Margot, identified as pro-German before the outbreak of the war, as did many
of the social elite. Lord Haldane, the Lord Chancellor at the beginning of the war and
close friend of Asquith’s, was educated in Bavaria and was thought to retain
sympathy if not actual ties with the German ruling class.14
The association between cultural elitism and Germanness played a large part
in Allan’s careful crafting of her public image as a serious artist. In her highly
embellished autobiography, Allan fondly recalls her time as a student of music in
Berlin and Weimar, a period in which she recalls rubbing shoulders with composers
Johannes Brahms and Marcel Remy (the latter would eventually compose the music
to “The Vision of Salomé”), as well as a panoply of Europe’s cultural elite, reaching
all the way to the British throne. Allan relies heavily on the draw of German cultural
superiority, emphasizing her quick acclimation to German culture and language, as a
rhetorical tool to advance her reputation as an artist rather than a dance hall
performer. Despite Allan’s powerful political and artistic connections, her
associations with both German culture and the British elite placed her within an
artistic circle that already possessed strong associations with decadent culture, and
by way of this, a “queerness” loosely associated with deviant sexuality but at a
minimum clearly associated with eccentric and effete tastes. In this post-Wilde era,
decadence and conspicuous class privilege in Britain had become associated at the
The rulers of the three major players of WWI—Russia, Germany, and Great
Britain—were first cousins due to the long tradition of strengthening political ties
by marrying royal heirs to other European and Russian royalty.
14
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least with immorality and often with liberal sexual behavior. These ties, both real
and imagined, ultimately served to mark many in the upper echelons of British
society as potential threats to the moral fiber of the nation during the First World
War.
Salomania
I frame Maud Allan as not just a dancer, but as a cultural text: the legal,
dramatic, choreographed, and social performances of which Allan was the center
inextricably coalesce to form an historical phenomenon that speaks to a major shift
in British culture. In the larger sense, we might trace the origin of this social drama
to the premodern Middle Eastern legend of Salome, whose funneling through
various Western religious and social ideologies over the next millennium
transformed it into the sexualized, deviant image of paintings, plays, and music with
which Salome has come to be associated. These performances, cycled through
Western cultural consciousness, include reiterations such as Wilde’s Salomé as well
as Allan’s choreographed dance, “Vision of Salomé,” both of which position the
protagonist as a coquettish, spoiled, hypersexualized femme fatale. These staged
performances cycle ultimately into the social drama surrounding both the censoring
of Wilde’s original production and the Maud Allan libel case.
In 1892, Oscar Wilde wrote Salomé: Un Tragedie en un Acte in French with
the intention that it might debut in London with the much-celebrated Sarah
Bernhardt in the titular role. The British debut was cancelled due to an obscure
censorship law banning the portrayal of biblical characters on stage. Though the
1918 producer, J.T. Grein, and Maud Allan would claim that the play was simply a
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dramatization of the Biblical story, Wilde’s interest in Salome and her seductive
powers were clearly not confined to an interest in history. While the story as
reported in the Biblical gospels of Matthew and Mark is brief and does not
specifically name the character Salome, Wilde transformed her into a precocious,
decadent, sexually-charged young temptress.15
Obsessed with fulfilling her lust for Jokanaan (Wilde’s John the Baptist),
Salome performs the infamous dance of the seven veils for Herod and receives
Jokanaan’s severed head on a platter as her reward. Lord Alfred Douglas’s testimony
during the Billing libel trial that Wilde intended Salome to be a young woman filled
with a lust and unbridled passion that could only be satisfied through sexual release
seems plausible given the ending of the play. After Jokanaan’s head has been
presented to her, Salome gives her final soliloquy:
Ah! thou wouldst not suffer me to kiss thy mouth, Jokanaan. Well! I will kiss it
now. I will bite it with my teeth as one bites a ripe fruit. …What shall I do
now, Jokanaan? Neither the floods nor the great waters can quench my
passion. …I was a virgin, and thou didst take my virginity from me. I was
chaste, and thou didst fill my veins with fire. …Ah! Ah! (final ellipsis original
to publication 117-18)
Though there are no stage directions for Salome at this point beyond her “seizing”
the severed head, it is clear from Herod’s ensuing reaction that her interaction with
the severed head is disturbing. Herod exclaims to Queen Herodias, Salome’s mother,
that “[Salome] is altogether monstrous. In truth what she has done is a great crime. I
am sure that it was a crime against an unknown God” (119). Salome has become a
monstrosity, no longer intelligible as a woman. While the original myth of Salome is
The versions repeated in Matthew and Mark are nearly identical in length and
plot. Both versions come in at a mere twelve verses, and both are included as an
aside to explain why Herod believes Jesus is John, risen from the dead.
15
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gruesome, Wilde’s play possesses a queer decadence, a certain “bizarre jouissance,”
as Flaubert wrote in Description de l’Égypte (which I discuss later) that asks the
audience to take pleasure in the mix of gore and sensuality simultaneously present
on the stage.
In her 1907 dance, “The Vision of Salomé,” Allan (according to her
autobiography) purportedly performs as a Judean princess, yet she emphasizes her
dance style as one based on the Grecian and Egyptian art she studied in the British
Museum, and, describing Salome’s lineage, claims there were “Egyptian wizardries
of her dance.” “Salome” as an icon of Eastern allure was a popular craze at the end of
the nineteenth century, so much so that “Salomania” was said to sweep the nation.
Memorialized in novels, poetry, paintings, and on the stage, Salome became a
ubiquitous popular cultural touchstone of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. While Wilde’s Salomé certainly tapped into this popular fashion, the
legend also captured the imaginations of artists such as Gustave Moreau, composer
Richard Strauss, and writer Gustave Flaubert, and became the subject of many
popular theatre iterations in the form of vaudeville and popular review numbers.
While Salome was among the most popular Orientalist icons of the late Victorian
stage, Edward Ziter further examines the historical relevance of such romanticized
Eastern figures as Aladdin, Ali Baba, and Sinbad. A romanticized version of the East,
suggests Ziter, provided “familiar magic lamps and dancing almees” to contrast the
political uprisings and violent military involvement that represented the reality of
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British engagements in the Middle East and Northern Africa at the time (193).16
“Salome” became a symbol of dangerous allure onto which the complex emotions
concerning Middle Eastern and North African imperial conflict were placed. As both
a beautiful royal temptress and an evil, seductive foreigner with a penchant for
blood, Salome came to represent one facet of Britain’s Orientalist and ambiguous
vision of Egypt.
This fascination with Egypt and forbidden sexuality has its roots in British
colonial conflict in Egypt at the end of the 19th century. Egypt and Anglo-Egyptian
Sudan had become fraught symbols in the minds of the British public: after
withdrawing from Afghanistan in 1881, the British army bombarded Alexandria,
Egypt in 1882, effectively reducing it to rubble, before going on to take Cairo (Ziter
165). In 1884, Sudanese Mahdist rebels laid siege to Khartoum, killing General
Charles Gordon and all of the defending Egyptian and British troops in the ensuing
months. The British relief force arrived two days later. Gordon became a national
hero and was memorialized in songs, poems, and popular theatre throughout
England. Fourteen years later, Lord Horatio Kitchener took back Khartoum in a
brutal siege pitting British Gatling guns against Mahdists armed with spears.
The British victory became all the more important for the British popular
imagination in light of recent defeats in the Middle East, the British defeat in the
First Boer War at Majuba Hill in 1881, and the battle over Home Rule in Ireland at
the same time. Kitchener’s sweeping victory at Khartoum and the earlier 1882
Les almées are Egyptian female dancers/ entertainers, the image of whom was
repopularized particularly in French late fin de siècle music and art as part of a
larger Orientalizing trend in Western art.
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bombardment of Alexandria served as much needed salves for British morale, and
soon became mainstay narratives of British popular theatre, with entire battles
subsequently recreated in music halls across the nation (Ziter 167). Andrew Long
also links turn-of-the-century commodity culture and popular literary production
directly with the British public’s obsession with the Sudan Campaign and other
North African conflicts. Popular literature and newspapers were flooded with
stories about adventurers, soldiers, and Egyptologists, and Long suggests that
everything from Egyptian cotton to Orientalized soap advertisements can be
attributed to this historical moment as well (5).17
The remarkable increase in related social phenomena surrounding these
colonial encounters was not limited to the explosion of popular culture and
commodities; the same encounters also expanded the fantasy of British Orientalism.
As Edward Said has famously theorized, the Orient is less a geographically “real”
place than a collection of fictions, associations, and representations of Orientals and
Oriental culture used to exert domination over the Oriental Other by the West (3,
54). This collection of fictions was crucial in shaping the British imaginary at the
turn of the century, so much so that, Long argues, “for nearly a century, every Briton
knew something about the harem and the oppression of Arab women—who are
nonetheless seductive and wily” (195). While the idea of “Egypt” at the time might
have evoked a fantasy of brutal North African warriors and the British man’s
civilizing duty toward the backwards Arab, the word “Salome” might have evoked a
whole network of interrelated fantasies concerning passive, subservient women;
See also Anne McClintock’s Imperial Leather for an extended examination of these
soap ads in relation to what she calls commodity racism.
17
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harem dancers; dangerous femme fatales; and exotic female sexuality, a network
into which Allan tapped to construct a “vision” of Salome that was dangerous yet
alluring, exotic and yet completely familiar.
More insidious than these common tropes was the notion of the Orient as
implicitly eccentric, inherently queer. As an object, Said claims, representations of
the Orient can be used to illustrate its innate “peculiarity” or “eccentricity” (102).
Citing Flaubert’s grotesque comic descriptions of the supposed common flouting of
European sexual taboos (including interspecies and public sex) in Egypt, Said
observes that
The Orient is watched, since its almost (but never quite) offensive behavior
issues out of a reservoir of infinite peculiarity; the European…is a watcher,
never involved, always detached, always ready for new examples of what
[Flaubert’s] Description de l’Égypte called “bizarre jouissance.” The Orient
becomes a living tableau of queerness. (103)
This description has never been more true than in the Oriental spectacle of Salome.
As both a dancer and a woman, she is always already an object to be viewed. The
iteration of Salome popularized in Europe in the late nineteenth century is always
hypersexualized: she is most often represented as something between a harem
courtesan and an exotic dancer. Finally, as emphasized in Wilde’s play, she is
dancing for her stepfather at the behest of her mother; as shown grotesquely in
Allan’s dance, her reward is a severed head, which both Wilde and Allan envision
Salome kissing. The “bizarre jouissance” that audiences would have taken in the
spectacle of Salome’s sexual peculiarities suggests a queerness in the sense of the
eccentric, but also, I suggest, a queerness in line with contemporary discursive
usage. The version of Salome that Wilde created and Allan perfected was a queer
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figure, both peculiar and evocative of a queer sexual subtext.
While male homosexual encounters have long figured in the mythology of

Figure 1: Two of Aubrey Beardsley’s illustrations for the 1906
publication of Wilde’s Salomé
Orientalism particularly in recent scholarship, queerness as applied to female queer
desire has been less critically analyzed. 18 While the original legend of Salome carries
erotic subtext, it is her modern reincarnation that takes on a queer appeal. Already
imbued with a peculiar queerness in her fin-de-siecle incarnations, Salome was the
obvious choice for Wilde’s most Decadent play, a play that awaited publication at
the same time that its author was on trial for indecency. Aubrey Beardsley’s

In The Homoerotics of Orientalism, Joseph Allan Boone cogently argues that the
peril or promise of homoeroticism (between men, for his purposes) underwrote the
phenomenon of Orientalism.
18
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Decadent illustrations for the published play reveal the queer “jouissance” the
performed play might have evoked (see figure 1). Remembering that Wilde at this
time was vocal about love between men and even spurned advice to flee the country
before being charged, it seems possible that Wilde chose the figure of Salome in
order to channel expressions of queer desire as close to the boundary of explicitness
as possible while still retaining enough ambiguity to pass as more mainstream.
Allan, despite an increasingly false display of naïveté, clearly capitalized on Wilde’s
queer legacy in her performance of Salome, retaining significant elements from his
play (the notion that Salome is “enthralled” with desire, and Salome kissing the
severed head) while also capitalizing on the appeal of the Orientalist archive to a
British public much invested in North African colonial conflicts. With her
performative, racially exotic, spectacularized qualities, the body of Salome became
both a vessel for queer expression and a calculated ploy designed to capture the
interests of a British public enthralled by ideas of queerness.
While “Salomania” took hold just before Allan began performing, it is clear
that Allan took advantage of an increasingly fashionable trend that was tied to shifts
in gender relations in Britain at the time. At the same time that scantily clad Salomes
were removing their veils in dance halls across England, suffragettes were going on
hunger strikes and throwing themselves in front of carriages. The “New Woman” of
shorter skirts, suffrage campaigns, and entering the professions provided a stark
contrast with a romanticized Oriental image of femininity. The tensions inherent in
this new landscape came to a temporary halt with the start of the First World War;
Great Britain’s entrance into the war provided a sort of reprieve from growing
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tensions related to gender and imperial conflict. Gender relations were not the only
element of British society affected by the war; social, economic, political, and
imperial relations were also thrown into turmoil, as the war years coincided with
labor strikes, heated debates over home rule in Ireland, and continued colonial
unrest in South Africa and India (Kent 262). While the conflict may have provided a
momentary return to traditional gender roles, it also saw the reemergence of
concerns over British masculinity whose origins could be traced back to the 1899
Boer War’s revelation that many Englishmen were physically unfit to serve in the
army (237). These anxieties about the fitness of British masculinity were
exacerbated by the recent rise in discourse concerning male homosexuality,
bringing renewed attention to the homosocial relationships fostered among soldiers
who were away from their families for sometimes years at a time. In the post-Wilde
era, the traditionally “innocent” fraternal relationships of soldiers became suspect,
as evidenced by the prosecution of indecency in the military: during the years of the
war, at least 230 soldiers were court martialed and convicted of homosexual
offences. During the rapid expansion of the volunteer army in 1915-16, a time in
which officer commissions were given to “temporary gentlemen,” nearly a fifth of
court martialed officers were charged with either indecency or “scandalous
conduct,” despite the fact that several of those who served hard labor for
homosexual offenses had served without incident in the second Boer War
(Harvey).19
Though A.D. Harvey notes that “scandalous conduct” covered a range of offenses,
the British “Manual of Military Law” notes that scandalous conduct of a social nature
must be so egregious as to make the officer unfit for duty (283).
19
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By the time that Maud Allan has secured the titular role in Salomé in 1917,
three years of brutal war had made the British public desperate for any explanation
for British defeats. The failed 1917 Passchendaele offensive, in which the British lost
275,000 troops, marked a pivotal moment in the conflict, and placed the Allies in
real danger of losing the war. As a result, the British public, weary and fearful of
German victory, began targeting German aliens in Britain as well as anything
associated with Germanness. Conservative MP Noel Pemberton Billing would
consequently use Allan’s German connections and her affiliations with queer
Orientalized sexual appeal to suggest her guilt as both a sexual deviant and a
foreign-influenced traitor, a move that appealed particularly to a British public
desperate to rationalize their nation’s recent losses and terrified by the prospect of
defeat.
Maud Allan’s “Vision”
Born Beulah Maud Allan Durrant in Canada in 1873, Maud Allan’s life was
marked by tragedy and scandal well before her entrance into the world of
performance. Allan’s brother, Theo, a medical student, was convicted in 1895 of the
gruesome double murder of two young women. Both women were found naked; one
was hacked to death, and the other was laid out for examination in the Durrant
family’s local church. The event quickly became a tabloid favorite across North
America, taking on the sadistic aura of the recently popular Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll
and Mr. Hyde. Theo was hanged for murder and the story quickly became legend.20
For more on Maud Allan’s history, see Cherniavsky, The Salome Dancer and Hoare,
Oscar Wilde’s Last Stand.
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At the time of her brother’s trial and execution, Allan was studying music in
Berlin. She soon changed her name to simply “Maud Allan” in order to escape her
family’s shame and freely pursue her studies in dance. Heavily influenced by
Russian dancer Ida Rubenstein as well as Isadora Duncan (though Maud resisted
these associations), Maud debuted in Berlin in 1905, performing dances
choreographed to music by Mendelssohn, Chopin, and Schubert. While Allan
received generally favorable reviews, it seems that her aptitude at public relations
had as much to do with her success as her dancing ability (Hoare 76-79).
Unfortunately, no visual record of Allan’s dances remains for us to reevaluate her
skill, so it is unclear how much the Billing trial sullied her reputation, marking her as
a popular entertainer in a harem outfit instead of an artist akin to Isadora Duncan, a
dancer to whom she was often compared.21 Without filmic record, one cannot know
with any certainty the true value of Allan’s performances, which ultimately reveals
the problem inherent in writing about performance: all performance is ephemeral
and becomes something else after it has passed. My comments here are based on
newspaper reviews, as well as subsequent choreographed acts by Maud Allan, acts
that incorporated less scandalous costuming and no Biblical reference, and were
tepidly received, both critically and popularly.
Allan’s carefully crafted persona walked a thin line between eccentric artist
and modest post-Victorian woman. In her 1908 autobiography titled My Life and
Dancing (written as a marketing stunt to mark her 200th show at the Palace Theatre,
Staged scenes evoking her dance were widely manufactured in the form of
postcards. Of great interest is a 1915 silent film in which Allan starred titled The
Rugmaker’s Daughter—Allan reportedly dances her famous “dance of the seven
veils.” The film has since been lost.
21
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London), Allan proclaims that a woman’s place is in the home, not the voting booth,
and that “just as surely as the colleges were opened to a woman, so will the ballot be
given her when she is ready to receive it” (112). Yet, several pages later, Allan
argues that there should be no difference in men and women's education, and,
because “to not every woman can happy wifehood and motherhood fall,…the more
professions and avocations that are opened up for us women the better” (115). Her
moderate political stance was likely connected in part to the economic necessities
she faced as a middle-class working woman navigating the world of the social and
cultural elite while still appealing to a mass audience. Given the fact that Allan
necessarily worked for a living and never married or had children, preserving a
public image of political conservatism provided some social and economic security
(at least early in life) in a context where accusations of sexual deviancy could
quickly ruin careers and reputations.
At play within her carefully balanced persona of artist and respectable
working woman were a range of conflicting identities: Allan was both the muse and
“it” girl for the London elite and also the subject of accusations that she imitated the
choreography of greater dancers; she remained (hetero)sexually available while still
maintaining artistic distance and harboring queer desires (actualized later in life);
and she was never accepted as fully British despite being exiled from North America
due to family scandal.22 Amid this complex web of identifications and performances,
Allan carefully maintained a fabricated public persona that allowed her to navigate a
complicated social and political atmosphere whose strictures left little room for
Phillip Hoare claims that Allan was in a romantic relationship with her secretarycompanion in the early 1930s (219).
22
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subversive behavior, especially for a queer woman.
“The Vision of Salomé” debuted in Vienna in 1906, cleverly scheduled to
coincide with Mata Hari performing a similar Oriental-inspired dance in the city
(though Mata Hari’s ultimate treason and execution in 1917 for espionage would
become a liability for Allan later). “The Vision of Salomé’s” Parisian debut soon after
was scheduled for the same time as a run of Strauss’s opera, the libretto of which
was based on Wilde’s original text of his play (Hoare 74). When “Vision” premiered
in London in 1908, it quickly became a sensation. Allan gave a private performance
for Edward VII and was soon ushered into the upper crust of London’s intellectual
society, making friends with individuals like Margot Asquith, wife of former Prime

Figure 2: Promotional postcard,
photographed by Foulsham and Banfield
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Minister H.H. Asquith. Allan’s tenuous attachments to the ruling class proved
invaluable to her during her persecution and subsequent fall from grace, a fall that
implicated many of those London elite in a sexual scandal that seemed to threaten
the war effort itself.
It is impossible to say with certainty what the content or form of “The Vision
of Salomé” actually was. Certainly the “vision” that Allan produced on stage was
shocking: photographs of her performance show her in a two-piece costume made
of pearls and gems, not entirely covering her full breasts, and a sheer fabric
connected to a waistband falling to the floor (see figure 2). This combined with the
realistic wax model of the severed head of John the Baptist would have made a
titillating sight on the Edwardian stage, at least in any “respectable” theatre. By
studying photographs of Allan’s performance, Judith Walkowitz surmises that
Allan’s choreography “gave unusual status to a self-pleasuring, embodied, and
expressive female self and to the staging of the internal process of consciousness in
public” (340). That the only other object on stage was the severed head of a man (a
man made quite literally powerless) suggests the self-directed nature of the ecstasy
Allan evoked. According to Allan’s autobiography, published in 1908, “The Vision of
Salomé” is intended to take place after the young Salome has realized the gravity of
her actions in asking for John the Baptist’s head on a charger. Allan describes this
vision as a religious awakening, yet paints the picture of a young woman in ecstasy:
“The awakening is that of her childish heart. …What passes in those few moments
through this excited, half-terror-stricken, half-stubborn brain makes of little Salomé
a woman!” (126-27). This seemingly orgiastic display of an internal experience of

44

pleasure—whether religious or otherwise—in combination with the spectacle of a
severed head as the love object creates a queer web of desires, appealing at once to
Orientalist fantasy, mysterious female sexuality, and decadently dangerous
sensuality in the dangerously tense geopolitical world leading up to the First World
War.
Though her costuming suggested an appeal to conventional notions of male
desire, it is significant that many of Allan’s audiences of “Vision of Salomé” were
comprised almost entirely of women (women who were witnessing a woman
brandishing a decapitated man’s head). The Daily Chronicle, a pro-suffrage
publication at the time, commented of Allan’s audience that “It might have been a
suffragist meeting...the ladies were of all ages, well dressed, sedate’” (qtd. in
Walkowitz 360). Considering that at the time, lesbianism was even less visible and
understood than male homosexuality, there seems to be an intentional subtext of
queer desire encoded in Allan’s performance that, though it never fully rises to the
surface, becomes part of the performance’s allure. Allan’s own queer identity was a
sort of open secret. She vehemently denied it, but it was certainly insinuated in the
title of Billing’s original article (“The Cult of the Clitoris”) and was a common rumor
surrounding Allan’s close female friendships and patronesses. While her queer
romantic attachments are an important part of this story because they emphasize
the potential marginalization Allan faced (and no doubt the fear of exposure under
which she lived), her own sexuality is less interesting for my purposes than the
ways that she harnessed the illicit appeal of female self-pleasure and racial
exoticism, thereby queering the Salome that had become a “familiar almee,” for the
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British public.23
Allan anchored her performance in a romanticized Egyptian tradition that
seemed to stop just short of transgressing the boundaries of white femininity while
providing a known, comforting fantasy to distract from the violence of an empire at
war. Allan’s queer appeal to both women and men in “The Vision of Salomé” was in
large part due to the allure of Oriental exoticism. She reports taking inspiration for
her costumes from ancient Greek and Egyptian art, spending hours studying in the
great museums of Europe. Allan describes Salome’s costume as consisting of the
“jewelled robes and delicate fabrics which are hers of right as a Princess,” while her
dance would have originated in Egypt (Allan 122).24 Considering that “Salome” and
“Maud Allan” were popular stage names for male drag queens at the time, there was
clearly a connection in the minds of the British public (and likely Allan) between
Wilde’s queer legacy and Allan’s appeal (Walkowitz 364). Allan’s role as Salome
later became an inspiration to Djuna Barnes, who wrote two short stories likely
influenced by Allan, titled “What Do You See, Madam?” (1915) which features
“Mamie Saloam,” a dancer who envisions kissing the head of John the Baptist, and
“The Head of Babylon” (1917), a story about a female John the Baptist who is
paralyzed below the neck (Hoare 221-22). Given this context, Allan’s role within an
alternative view of queer history, a history that often privileges gay male icons, is
See Ziter, p. 193.
Inspired by Egyptian “bedlah” costumes of folk dancing tradition, Allan likely took
her particular styling from Orientalist fads, particularly the 1893 World’s Fair’s
“Great Columbia Exposition,” which featured dancers of “Little Egypt” performing
the “hoochie koochie” in revealing two-piece “Eastern” costumes (Buonaventura
122-23). Her strings of pearls are a contemporary addition, forecasting the trend of
long pearl necklaces popularized in the 1920s.
23
24
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imperative.
Considering Allan in the contexts of Said’s claim that the Orient is watched
while the European can only be the watcher, it seems clear that much of “The
Vision’s” success lies in its ambiguous positioning: Allan in the persona of Salome is
the Orient on display, the watched, while as a Euro-Canadian woman, Allan also
possesses the scopophilic power of the watcher. This ambiguity is most clear in the
moment when Jokanaan’s severed head becomes the object of Salome/Allan’s
affection: she becomes the European watcher, gazing at the grotesque appeal of the
Orient, while also embodying that Orientalist “bizarre jouissance” by caressing and
kissing the severed head. Following Said, Amy Koritz argues that Allan’s
representation became an “ideologically unstable event” because of the care needed
to keep separate the categories of Western woman and native (though they never
were distinct) (63). While I agree that both gender and imperialism are major forces
forming the discourse around Allan’s performance, I argue that what truly made
Allan’s representation ideologically unstable was the incompatible intersection of
queerness with this gendered rhetoric of Orientalism. By itself, the gendered
rhetoric of Orientalism placed Allan in safe territory due to her careful fashioning of
a public identity as properly British, heteronormative, and modestly feminine. When
combined with a queering effect, however, the figure she embodied became
unfamiliar and unstable to the public, which might have felt particularly threatening
in a world of sable-rattling empires and in light of the Anglo-Boer Wars, whose
horrors may have given new meaning to the sight of a severed head on the stage.
This queering of her painstakingly controlled national identity shifted in intensity
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(and thus acceptability) over time. In her embrace of the severed head in “The
Vision of Salomé,” this queering was perhaps merely gestured towards; but a decade
later, in the midst of war, Allan’s embrace of Wilde’s queer legacy in her attempt to
act in his play strayed firmly outside the narrow boundaries of British womanhood
available at the time.
While “The Vision of Salomé” made Maud Allan a celebrity and spurred
performance tours all over Europe and America, reports indicate that she
overplayed this role, and her attempts to perform outside of Europe and America
were less successful. 25 In a letter of protest to the London Times regarding Maud
Allan’s planned tour of India, a Bishop of the Anglican church in India wrote that
“Miss Allan’s visit would be beneficial neither to the position which we, as
Englishmen occupy in this country, nor to that cause of morality amongst the
Indians which is so unmistakably struggling forwards, but only with the greatest
difficulty” (“Miss Maud”). This anonymous bishop’s letter is premised on the notion
of England’s “civilizing” mission in India, but also cites fears of a transgression of
gendered and racial boundaries. At a time when Indian nationalism was increasingly
challenging minority British rule of the majority Indian population, disruptions to
the social order were particularly threatening to British authority. The fear implicit
in the bishop’s protest is connected to a fear of presenting a sexually suggestive
performance by a white woman to Indians; in doing so, Allan would transgress both
racial and gendered boundaries by embodying an “Orientalized” and sexually
assertive performance in a white, female body. Further, because Allan drew from a
According to a London Times review of a performance by Allan, dated February
11, 1911, “happily, the Salome dance is no longer given.”
25
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catalogue of British Orientalist tropes readable to a Western audience, there was a
clear fear of how Allan’s performance would translate to an Indian audience. The
Times reported on September 8th, 1913 that
In view of the difference between the way in which such matters are
regarded in India, and in the East generally, and that in why they are
regarded in this country, it is feared that her dancing might be
misunderstood by Indian spectators and lower the prestige enjoyed by
English women. (“Miss Maud” 6)
“Such matters” is conveniently not defined, and could be women dancing for
audiences, white women dancing for Indian audiences, women performing sexually
suggestive dances, and a range of other unspoken concerns regarding the
performative dynamics. It seems likely that the implication of the transgression has
to do with an Indian audience witnessing a white English woman performing a
version of “the Orient” in India. While Allan’s veiled seductive movements may have
represented the sexually exotic on the stage of the Palace Theater of London, the
same performance performed in India for Indians may have represented a threat of
“lifting the curtain” on the darkness of British Orientalist attachments, exposing
Britons as unworthy of the moral superiority used to justify British imperialism in
India.
The performing of Allan’s Orientalist dance within the boundaries of England
and the English stage created a sort of reassuring diorama of the Orient for the
British public—the plot was predictable, the costumes appealing yet not indecent,
the sexuality exotic yet contained. Conversely, the performance of this dance in the
context of British colonial India seems to break the fourth wall of the stage in some
way, instead reflecting back to the Anglo-Indian audience a complex web of imperial
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desires and aggressions. Allan’s Orientalist performance served, as Ziter suggests of
other Eastern myth-based performances of the time, to freeze the representation of
the Orient as timeless, implying that everything one needed to know about the
Orient could be reduced to a story from one’s childhood (195). If the performed
Orient can be reduced for a British audience to a display of exotic sexuality
contrasted with dark, violent desires, performance thus becomes a staging ground
for complex imperial ideologies and desires.
Allan on Trial
The events leading up to the trial of 1918 could only have been possible in a
nation that was three years into a war of unprecedented horror, and facing possible
defeat and surrender. This is true in a very direct sense: historians now suspect that
both the defense and the prosecution of the case were backed by disparate political
interests, including former PM Asquith, various members of Parliament, and Lloyd
George’s cabinet. In a more nuanced sense as I argue above, however, Maud Allan
became a site of such intense cultural paranoia due to the “crisis of gender” that was
beginning to take hold during the last years of the war. While soldiers were being
shipped home with missing limbs and severely wounded psyches, the male body
became a site of fragility and ephemerality.
By 1917, Maud Allan was performing regularly in London, but her star was
fading. Realizing that her time in the spotlight was coming to an end (she was 35
when “The Vision of Salomé” premiered, a dance intended to emulate the story of a
teenage girl), Maud sought and accepted the eponymous role in Wilde’s play, which
producer and critic J.T. Grein was attempting to stage in London in 1917 in
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association with Robert Ross, one of Wilde’s close friends (Cherniavsky 240). One
right-wing Member of Parliament, Noel Pemberton Billing, took this opportunity to
plot a scandal that would soon destroy any hope Maud Allan had of reviving a
legitimate performing career.
By the time Allan had begun to perform the role of Salome in Wilde’s play for
private audiences in London, four years of war had eaten away at English patriotism
and gave way to xenophobia and suspicion. With rumors of the Germans suing for
peace, there was talk of a conspiracy to force Lloyd George out of office and replace
him with a more militarist leader (Hoare). In his focused efforts to exterminate what
he saw as the decadent German infiltration of British morality, Billing devised a
conspiracy theory that would enflame the already raw nerves of a nation four years
into a catastrophic war with no end in sight. Billing surmised that by stirring up
suspicions against the leftist (those often associated with the decadence of London’s
art scene) members of government, public sentiment would turn against Lloyd
George and his backers and force them out of power. Radical right sympathizers
approached Billing about a scheme to inflict political damage through the trial, and
the various segments of British government lined up accordingly. The right-wing
generals directly backed Billing, providing him with information and instructions
throughout the trial, and it is thought that Lloyd George and others (most directly
Asquith) were backing Maud Allan in order to discredit the persistent Billing (Hoare
100-109).
Billing began actively propagating the story that an extensive German plot to
infiltrate the highest levels of government and society had been uncovered. On 26
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January 1918, Billing wrote an article for the reactionary publication he ran out of
his own home, The Imperialist, titled, “The Forty-Seven Thousand.” In the article,
Billing writes:
There exists in the Cabinet Noir of a certain German Prince a book compiled
by the Secret Service from reports of German agents who have infested this
country for the past 20 years, agents so vile and spreading such debauchery
and such lasciviousness as only German minds can conceive and only
German bodies execute. (qtd. in Hoare 57)
The alleged conspiracy was that this “certain German Prince” had in his possession a
black book with the names of 47,000 British citizens who had been lost to “Sodom
and Lesbia,” and could either be blackmailed by Germany into espionage, or were
already agents of the enemy, currently infecting the British public with their
perversion.
Billing escalated his accusations by naming several of the supposed 47,000 in
the hope that one of his targets would bring a libel suit against him and provide the
stage needed to perform his anti-German, homophobic political drama. He found an
ideal target in Maud Allan. On February 16, the Vigilante, formerly called The
Imperialist, published a short article under the title, “The Cult of the Clitoris”:
To be a member of Maud Allan’s private performances in Oscar Wilde’s
Salome [sic] one has to apply to a Miss Valetta, of 9, Duke Street, Adelphi, W.C.
If Scotland Yard were to seize the list of these members I have no doubt they
would secure the names of several of the first 47,000. (qtd. in Hoare 91)
After reading the article, Allan and J.T. Grein filed a libel suit against Billing.
The trial proceeded in May 1918. Maud Allan’s tightly controlled public
persona was immediately shaken by one of Billing’s first questions. After asking her
to state her full—not stage—name, Billing produced a copy of Celebrated Criminal
Cases of America and asked Maud to confirm that: a) she was the sister of Theo
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Durrant, b) he was executed for murdering two women, and c) the women’s bodies
were “outraged” after death.26 Maud had failed to inform her legal team of these
facts, which left them unprepared to refute Billing’s claim that Maud was genetically
disposed to perversion.
Billing’s next line of questioning sought to implicate Allan directly as a sexual
deviant. Referring to the Vigilante article, Billing asked Maud if she knew what
“clitoris” meant. She said she did, from a medical text. Billing responded: “Are you
aware, Miss Allan, that out of twenty-four people who were shown that libel,
including many professional men, only one of them, who happened to be a barrister,
understood what it meant?” (qtd. in Hoare 115). Allan’s knowledge of her own
anatomy (but perhaps more importantly, of other women’s anatomy) confirmed the
notion that this cult was indeed a “secret exclusive club” in more ways than one: it
not only harbored the social elite of London, but, as Billing implied, perhaps
excluded normative (read transparent, intelligible, patriotic, and phallic)
heterosexuality.27
In recent discussions of this incident of gendered knowledge—an open secret
of sorts—Jennifer Travis suggests that Billing’s line of questioning is indicative of
the notion that words such as “clitoris” and “orgasm,” those most associated with
the “secrets” of female anatomy, are “only unveiled and revealed to those initiated
into sexually subversive acts” (157). Billing’s repeated reference to the elusiveness
Though the intended effect of “outraged” was no doubt the implication of rape or
sexual molestation, the bodies were not sexually assaulted.
27 Also of contended meaning at a point during the trial was the word “orgasm.”
When Captain Spencer stated that Salome’s dance in Wilde’s play was meant to
induce orgasm, the prosecutor questioned, “Some unnatural vice?” “No, it is a
function of the body,” replied Spencer (qtd. in Hoare 132).
26
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of these terms was aimed at convincing the jury that Allan was, indeed, one of the
initiated. In fact, Billing claimed that the only reason he included such a
controversial word as “clitoris” in the title of his article was because it would make
sense only to the “initiated,” the already sullied, while the innocent would be
unaware of its meaning. While the language of Billing’s libelous articles certainly
suggests foreignness—it is German minds and German bodies that are debauched,
and even the word “cult” carries a sort of exoticism—the language truly foreign to
trial participants and the British public is the language of female sexuality, which is
further marked as exotic and dangerous when located at a site of interaction among
Germanness, the Orientalist appeal of Salome, and the queer legacy of Oscar Wilde.
The idea of a “secret exclusive club” resonated with a public that had come to
associate nonnormative sexuality with class privilege. While the notions of
decadence and immorality may have been tied more to class elitism than
homosexuality prior to the Wilde trials, by 1918, “secret dens” of decadent sexual
escapades—like those supposedly found in Germany where the British elite rubbed
shoulders with the German ruling class—had become a part of British cultural lore.
The slippage in the minds of the British public between class privilege and sexual
deviance (compounded with the foreignness of German agents and Orientalist
performance) created the perfect stage for Billing’s conspiracy theory of the 47,000,
and Allan’s private performance for the London elite of a play by a convicted
sodomite proved fertile ground for Billing’s story.
Unlike Despised and Rejected, a novel by Rose Allatini that lost an indecency
trial later that year (or The Well of Loneliness a decade later), homosexuality is never
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referenced in Salomé.28 In fact, queerness in Wilde’s Salomé functions similarly to
how homosexuality operates in The Picture of Dorian Gray: it evokes queerness
through a range of signs and markers despite lacking any explicitly queer
representations (Sinfield 103). In the case of Dorian Gray, queerness is evoked
through the association of degeneracy with the loss of youth and beauty, while in
the case of Salomé, queerness can be read in the correlation between secrecy/
hiddenness with the foreignness and female homosexuality (compounded by the
secrecy of war) that implicated Allan’s private performance as a meeting of political
and sexual subversives.
The threat of the 47,000 would have been an attractive explanation for the
disintegration of the fiction of English power. A reframing of that same threat—that
the English body was being infiltrated by an immoral and often undetectable force—
placed homosexuality as a parallel enemy to the nation. Though the black book
containing these names itself could not, for various convenient reasons, be
produced, Billing continued to call witnesses who suggested that the names of
various admirals, politicians, and even Edward VII’s mistress appeared in its pages.
To complete the image of the mass conspiracy, Billing’s final two “expert” witnesses
drew a direct connection between Oscar Wilde as convicted homosexual and Maud
Allan as moral pervert. Dr. Serell Cooke, a tuberculosis specialist who had recently
read Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis, took the stand to testify that many sexual
degenerates cover up their perversions with flowery language and call it spiritual
See Deborah Cohler, “Sapphism and Sedition: Producing Female Homosexuality in
Great War Britain” in The Journal of the History of Sexuality (2007) for a direct
comparison between the Maud Allan and Despised and Rejected trials.
28
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(Hoare 145). This accusation was in direct reference to Wilde, but also could be
applied to Maud Allan’s defense of the play as having artistic and historical merit.29
The final and most anticipated witness was Wilde’s “Bosie” himself. After
converting to Catholicism and distancing himself from Wilde’s legend of decadence
through both libel cases and slander of Wilde’s memory, Lord Alfred Douglas
testified that he was aware of the play’s sexually deviant content at the time that
Wilde was writing it. After answering affirmatively that Wilde was a sexual and
moral pervert, Douglas added that he believed Wilde to have “a diabolical influence
on everyone he met. …he is the greatest force for evil that has appeared in Europe
during the last 350 years” (qtd. in Hoare 152).30 Though Douglas’s own association
with the writer was aired in order to discredit him as a witness, Billing’s scheme
(secretly engineered by the King’s Counsel) was successful. After deliberating for an
hour and 25 minutes, the jury returned a verdict of “Not Guilty” for Billing as a
libelist, thereby validating the notion that the “Cult of the Clitoris” and Allan’s
involvement in it was based in truth.
Allan’s queer attachments spoke to a larger fear on which Billing capitalized.
While sexologists had recently identified female masculinity as the outward marker
of “inversion,” Allan’s hyperbolized feminine gendered performance left no “clues”
to her sapphic status. If “they” are everywhere and can go largely undetected, then
couldn’t Billing’s story of the undetected “German agents who have infested this
Hoare notes that there is evidence to suggest that Wilde was indeed influenced by
Krafft-Ebing’s work while writing Salomé. Of particular significance to this case was
Krafft-Ebing’s suggestion that religion and sex function similarly in that they both
can cause heightened states of excitement.
30 As a convert to Roman Catholicism, Douglas refers to the Protestant Reformation
as Wilde’s predecessor in evil.
29
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country” also be true? The anxiety surrounding the threat of infiltration is manifold:
the Maud Allan case might suggest that the “enemy” in its various forms has already
infiltrated the social and political elite, as well as the gendered body. The image of
Maud Allan dancing around a man’s severed head combined with the headline “Cult
of the Clitoris” (made most public by the media coverage of the trial), was enough to
position Allan as a (literally) thinly-veiled threat to British masculinity. Maud Allan’s
performance of exposing her own feminine body on stage in a sexualized solo dance,
while undeniably rooted in heterosexual desire, also signaled a shift toward the
inscrutability of female sexuality. The embodiment of heterosexual desire
juxtaposed with a sapphic icon fed into the fear of an inscrutable enemy operating
within the British homeland.
Conclusion
The significance of Allan’s performance—both on the stage and in the
court—is constituted by a complex network of interlocking ideologies and
attachments. To fully chart the performative nature of the scandal would be beyond
the scope of this chapter; it would, however, necessarily begin prior to 1900 in
order to include Oscar Wilde’s public performances as a gay man and as a
representative of fin de siécle decadence that Pemberton Billing so reviled. It would
include his public relationship with Lord Alfred Douglas, which was reiterated on
the witness stand, and which contributed to the association of his works with moral
perversion in the minds of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century readers and
audiences.
By placing Wilde’s play, Maud Allan’s “Vision of Salomé,” and the trial within
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the same framework of performance, I hope to illustrate how each performative
iteration feeds into the next: Beulah Maud Allan Durrant moves to Europe and
becomes the sensational Maud Allan, Maud Allan the dancer performs a version of
the mythical Salome in her “Vision of Salomé,” Allan as Salome performs the
Wildean Salome, and all of these iterations channel into the ultimate accusation of
the “Cult”. What culminated in a national scandal of sedition, cults, and infiltration
had its root in a Canadian dancer who was accused of performing derivative
versions of Isadora Duncan’s groundbreaking choreography. By placing all of these
performances within the same historical genealogy, I aim to queer understandings
of the history of modern sexuality by repositioning Wilde and his trials, which have
traditionally been privileged as a sort of gay origin story, as one of several pivotal
historical moments that functioned in tandem to produce a network of queer history
formed in part by imperialist desires and racialized performance in a context of
geopolitical turmoil.
As part of this broader effort in “thinking queer,” Matt Houlbrook has
productively identified the “trickster” figure in interwar Europe as a sensationalized
con (wo)man whose true con is the crossing of both social and cultural
boundaries—boundaries that were equally as important as gendered identity in
Britain at the time (134, 136). He suggests that by blurring the boundaries of social
and cultural identity, the trickster also queers the notion of stable identity more
broadly, especially as the trickster most often uses her/his sexuality to execute the
con. In her sexual, social, and national inscrutability, Allan was allowed a certain
mobility that allowed her to inhabit various carefully delineated acceptable roles
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available to British women at the time. Her performances that queered Orientalist
desire (and female sexuality) challenged the uneven dynamics of domination and
exploitative pleasure that buttress the system of Orientalism, which constitutes both
the Orient and Occident in equal measure. In approaching Allan’s history through
this lens, we can rethink a range of critical practices concerning queer history from
Wilde through at least the end of the First World War as inextricably linked to
colonial engagements in North Africa and the Middle East, Orientalist production,
and investments in maintaining heteronormative national identity.
Despite Allan’s careful construction of proper British national identity, the
symbolism of Wilde in the British imagination was overwhelming, and consequently
queered her representation of the Orient. Thinking of Allan’s history through a
“queer-as-doing” model (as opposed to queer-as-identity), Allan’s queering of
Salome marked, in large part, the end of the fad of Salomania and a definitive shift in
the obsession with this iteration of Orientalism. Through her original performance
in “The Vision of Salomé,” Allan’s queer appeal to the British public, and her even
queerer appeal to all-female audiences, reveals how the fantasy of Orientalism is,
indeed, constituted by queer desires, not due to any attributable exotic sexuality of
the Orient, but due to the Occident’s need for an object distinct in every way from
itself through which to deflect its own queer attachments. As we will also see in the
proceeding chapter, the British imagination (at least concerning the Orient) was
always queer.
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CHAPTER 2
PLAYING IN THE DARK: VIRGINIA WOOLF’S AFRICANIST PERFORMANCES

On February 10, 1910, what appeared to be a delegation of Abyssinian
princes and their translator visited the naval officers of the HMS Dreadnought, Great
Britain’s flagship in its naval arms race with Germany, as a measure of diplomacy
between the sovereign states of Abyssinia and Great Britain. Located between
British Egypt and Italian Somaliland, Abyssinia (current day Ethiopia) was newly
recognized as independent of colonial powers after the Italian-Abyssinian War. Such
a diplomatic occasion would perhaps have symbolized to both nations a recognition
of Abyssinia’s position as a sovereign state (and an imperial power itself). The
encounter, from the perspective of the naval officers, was standard procedure for
welcoming foreign dignitaries. As later revealed, however, these Abyssinian
ambassadors were actually Virginia Stephen (Woolf), her brother Adrian Stephen,
Adrian’s Cambridge friend Horace Cole, and Bloomsbury artist Duncan Grant.
Dressed in blackface with turbans and robes purchased at a London costumier, the
four had planned what would be called one of the greatest hoaxes in twentiethcentury Britain. This racialized performance is prologue to the aesthetic choices in
many of Woolf’s later writings, but perhaps none more so than her 1928 fictional
biography, Orlando, in which Woolf uses the same mix of African and Oriental
exoticism employed aboard the Dreadnought.
By performing a racialized imperialist parody, the hoaxers may indeed have
challenged militaristic British imperialism at a time of intense European imperial
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conflict as many modernist scholars have claimed. The hoax is also subversive in its
gender politics: Woolf’s cross-dressing performance poses a queer challenge to
heteronormative British nationalism leading up to the First World War. Yet, there is
an ambivalence to this performance: the deep-seeded racist and imperialist
ideologies of the Cambridge men and “daughter of an educated man” are revealed in
the off-handed use of blackface and Orientalist interpretation of Abyssinian culture,
enabled by the group’s privileged status.31 The group’s various allegiances to
institutions of power—military, class, and empire—mark this performance as an
example of queer nationalism: while queering the racial patriarchy of the British
Empire, they nonetheless utilize performance tropes inherent to the privilege
afforded them by their attachments to national belonging. Through an examination
of Woolf’s racialized performance aboard the Dreadnought and her use of racial
otherness as trope in Orlando, I argue that Woolf used imperialist racialized parody
to explore her complicated and mixed allegiances to state systems of power. As we
will see, racial otherness serves as a stand in for queerness: the language of race
serves as a gateway for a more controversial language of queer sexuality.
As I’ll discuss in the first section of the chapter, both the choice of locale and
the choice of ethnicity play critical roles in understanding the significance of the
hoax in an inter-imperial context. The Dreadnought—both a type of ship, one new to
naval warfare in 1910, and a specific ship in the Royal Navy—represented the
height of an Anglo-German cold war 40 years in the making. The HMS Dreadnought
Woolf coins the term “daughters of educated men” in A Room of One’s Own to refer
to upper and middle-class women who, despite their economic and social privilege,
do not attend university due solely to their gender.
31

61

was at the center of an arms race between England and Germany leading up to the
First World War, when the growing strength of the German military called into
question whether Britannia did, indeed, rule the waves. The HMS Dreadnought
played a pivotal role in the war four years after the Bloomsbury friends used it to
stage a political performance, first as the fleet’s flagship and then in its sinking a
German submarine (Johnston 32-33). Perhaps unintentionally, the group
triangulated this fraught Anglo-German relationship through their performance’s
appropriation of African bodies—bodies over which Britain and Germany also
jockeyed to dominate.
One of only two independent African states in 1910 after the European
“Scramble for Africa” of the 1880s, Abyssinia was itself involved in inter-imperial
conflict with other African states and European nations. The hoax illustrates a
distinct lack of cultural knowledge about Abyssinia by both the British military and
the Bloomsbury intellectuals. Further, British involvement in the area was fraught
with conflict and failure, and therefore national sentiment concerning Abyssinia was
caught up in cultural narratives surrounding the recent failed Egyptian campaign
and growing imperial tensions, which became fodder for WWI.
The presence of the Abyssinian “royals” on “Her Majesty’s Ship” Dreadnought
parodies the implicit power of the mighty Royal Navy, framing them as buffoons
who cater to the needs of blackfaced frauds, thus drawing attention to the often
absurd rituals and workings of British imperialism and militarism. Though the
young hoaxers may not have fully grasped the significance of their choice of stage
nor the particular African nation of origin, the locale of the Dreadnought deck and
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the presence of the black bodies evoke an inter-imperial tension between the two
major players in African colonial domination. The deck of the Dreadnought became
the stage on which these tensions of empire were tested, explored, and worked out
through queered performances of race, national identity, and gender. Later in
Woolf’s career, Orlando becomes a narrative stage where these tensions are reimagined and put into play. Although In the British cultural imagination, Abyssinia
represented a sort of “great blank space” (to borrow Joseph Conrad’s
characterization of the Congo), the performers’ choice of Abyssinia and of the
Dreadnought had powerful implications—whether intentionally or not. Woolf and
her friends carelessly “played” with blackness in order to expose the violence and
absurdity of British Imperialism, while still relying on an entire catalogue of
racialized tropes and associations that reinforce their racial privilege and, as I
suggest below, expose the limits of their political awareness.
In order to unpack how racializing functions within this context, I draw on
Toni Morrison’s concept in Playing in the Dark of the Africanist presence in white
American literature. Africanism involves a range of assumptions and significations
associated with both blackness and African peoples (7). When Africans or African
culture are used as foil, metaphor, or backdrop, the effect is inevitably reflexive:
literary blackness exposes, and perhaps defines, literary whiteness. Africanism,
Morrison observes, has become a way for the literature of nations with dominant
white populations and historically significant black populations to represent issues
ranging from repression to active sexuality to the exercise of power (7). In much the
same way that the existence of slavery defines the notion of freedom in white

63

American literature, I suggest that the use of imperial Africanisms in Woolf, and
undoubtedly much of British literature, generates the notion of autonomy from the
restrictions of patriarchal rule—a condition which Woolf saw as defining British
male citizenship, and one that she was concerned with throughout much of her
oeuvre.32 What better way to express one’s transgressive autonomy as an 18-yearold woman in 1910 than to “play in the darkness” of the range of associations the
British had with North African peoples at the time?
In view of the ways in which her performance crossed complicated
boundaries of gender, race, and nationality, it is clear that Woolf evoked an array of
associations in the British imagination, from sexual looseness, to godlessness, to a
disregard for social conventions. Similarly, it is no accident that Orlando, a novel
about a character who seeks above all else autonomy and the concomitant creative
freedom, is frequently marked with the presence of black bodies. This “playing in
the dark” defines the performances of the Dreadnought and Orlando which, viewed
together, form a critical matrix for Woolf’s performative sensibility. Woolf,
fascinated with theatrical performance, uses performative techniques and
references throughout her oeuvre. Rachel Vinrace of The Voyage Out reads from
Ibsen, the female playwright Anon in the central figure of A Room of One’s Own, and
to her final novel, Between the Acts, is in the form of a play-within-a-novel. The
theatre’s influence on Woolf clearly creates what Woolf would call “theatres of the

Woolf’s interest in autonomy as a quality of British male citizenship is evident in
her feminist writings, notably A Room of One’s Own, Three Guineas, and “Professions
for Women,” among others. As I have argued elsewhere, Woolf was also deeply
concerned with issues of ability and neuro-atypicality in regards to autonomy.
32
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brain”—imaginative liminal spaces where issues of gender and national identity can
be worked through.33
Woolf’s Imperial Archives
Despite the Dreadnought officers’ ignorance not only of Abyssinian language
and culture, but of its very leadership, Abyssinia was, in fact, a key player in British
interests in Northern Africa as it jockeyed for position in Egypt and Sudan with
France. Anglo-Abyssinian relations were strained from the mid-nineteenth century
when Britain sent a military expedition into Abyssinia in 1867 to free several British
hostages, resulting in a great expense to Great Britain and significant Abyssinian
casualties. As an imperial force itself, Abyssinia made attempts to expand into the
Somaliland (bordering British Somaliland), which lead to an 1897 agreement with
England concerning British and Abyssinian spheres of influence in the contested
territory (Wesseling 181). Emperor Menelik of Abyssinia then proposed a joint
military operation with England to quell nationalist resistance in the Somaliland,
which became a costly military operation for the British until the outbreak of war in
1914 necessitated the deployment of resources on the front (181).
By the time the hoaxers were impersonating Menelik aboard the
Dreadnought, however, he was no longer in power. Menelik II had suffered a stroke
in 1909, and affairs of state were managed from that point by his wife Taytu Betul
until his death in 1913 (Shinn 279). It is unclear exactly who comprised the
rumored Abyssinian delegation to France (the news that inspired the hoax), but it
In the unpublished 1940 essay “Anon,” Woolf writes, “The play has outgrown the
uncovered theatre where the sun beats and the rain pours. That theatre must be
replaced by the theatre of the brain. The playwright is replaced by the man who
writes a book. The audience is replaced by the reader” (“Anon” 398).
33
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was not the titular or the de facto ruler of Abyssinia. That the officers aboard the
Dreadnought had no knowledge of this change in leadership of a nation with which
they had recently fought a war and with whom they were still in serious diplomatic
negotiations is remarkable. For an imperial force engaged in conflicts across Africa
and the Middle East, was Abyssinia an unexceptional representation of British
diplomacy? Or did it, in fact, matter to this British audience what the individualizing
details of the imposter delegation were? The four hoaxers’ improbable costumes
and ludicrous impersonations suggest that the presence of these black bodies alone
was enough to signify the African Other to the British soldiers. The Bloomsburyites’
seemingly uninformed cultural parody, intended to add to the humiliation suffered
by the British military, unwittingly reinforces the racist imperial hegemony at play
in colonial and inter-imperial relations with Africa. The turbans and robes imply
Arab influence, much like the frequent imagery of the Moor in Orlando might also be
reminiscent of recent major military efforts in Egypt and the Sudan to British
readers.
The figure of the Moor bridges the Orientalist archive with the Africanist
presence in white British literature. While “Moor” was primarily used to describe
Muslim residents of North Africa, the word carried with it in common parlance the
connotation of blackness.34 Further cementing the importance of the Orientalist
imagination to the racialized performances in Orlando is the setting of Ottoman
Empire-era Turkey for Orlando’s gender transformation. While at the time that
Woolf wrote Orlando the Ottoman Empire had ceased to exist, its role in the novel is
From the Middle Ages through the seventeenth century, the primary denotation of
“Moor” was a “black person” (“Moor”).
34
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significant. Orlando’s ambassadorship in Turkey takes place in an Ottoman Empire
that was at least comparable in scope and influence to the British Empire of the
early twentieth century, reaching into Northern Africa (including parts of
Abyssinia), the Balkans, and much of the Middle East. While England began to rise as
an empire in the eighteenth century, the Ottoman Empire was beginning its decline
(Kugler 13). By the time Woolf was writing Orlando, the Ottoman Empire had been
divided between the British and the French in the 1919 Treaty of Versailles, and the
remaining territory of Turkey was embroiled in Kurdish revolts and infighting
(Heper 191).
As a novel of historical “biography” that reflects people and themes
contemporaneous to Woolf’s life, we can see the prominence of Turkey at the pivotal
point in the narrative—Orlando’s dramatic transformation from man to woman—as
reflecting, in some ways, Britain’s imperial status of the early twentieth century.35
Orlando is enmeshed in the same inane stately performances that Woolf mocks both
aboard the Dreadnought and in later writings. Orlando’s fascination with Turkish
culture—exemplified by the gypsy with a “nose like a scimitar, brown and keeneyed,” with an Arab-sounding name, who smokes a hookah—mirrors the
“Salomania” and fetishizing of Middle Eastern and Egyptian culture and lore during
Woolf’s time (144).
Figuring also into Orlando’s literary ancestry is the figure of Shakespeare’s
Othello, who draws together the Africanist imagery of North African Moors and
The famous dedication to the novel—”To V. Sackville West”—along with Woolf’s
own diary entries confirm that Orlando’s character was an homage to Woolf’s lover
Vita. Vita’s portrait is even used as Orlando’s portrait after she transforms into a
woman.
35
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Middle Eastern Turks. Notably, the reason for Othello’s presence in Venice is to
serve as military commander of a campaign to fight a new and powerful imperial
force, the Ottomans. This threat would have certainly resonated with a
Shakespearean audience and would have been an obvious link to Northern Africa; a
coalition of Christian states including Venice, organized by Pope Pius V in 1570,
sought to regain European territories lost to the Ottomans, and to institute Christian
rule in Northern Africa (Kugler 101, Somel 119). Woolf’s writing of Orlando took
place at a time when imperial European forces had only recently clashed over many
of the same territories once occupied by the Ottoman Empire in the sixteenth and
17th century (and some still occupied at the time the war broke out), and her
characterization of that era’s Ottoman imperial forces would have surely held a
mirror up to early twentieth-century Britain. The elaborate performances of state,
the inter-imperial conflict, and the preoccupation with the racial Other—the same
themes that appear in Woolf’s life and her literary critiques of British imperialism—
are transferred safely onto a former global force, within a romanticized version of
an Orientalized Middle East.
Africanism in England
British imperialism directly influenced British cultural performances of race,
beginning with white Britons’ first contact with Africans, and those influences only
increased with the genesis of the imperialist project in Africa in the nineteenth
century. The sense of racial authority implicit in the Dreadnought performance and
which underpins Africanism in Orlando evolved from a long history of racialized
popular performance in England. While American blackface is rooted in a fraught
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history of slavery and racist violence, blackface in England was often used to
express fascination with and fear of the racialized colonial Other. Blackface minstrel
shows were a common and popular form of entertainment in Victorian Britain,
while radio minstrelsy was popular in Britain throughout the 1930s and 40s
(Gerzina 75).36 Used to parody both black and Indian characters, music hall
minstrelsy was one of the most common and popular forms of entertainment in
Britain in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (75). Virginia Woolf would
have certainly been familiar with such shows, and the minstrel show she attended in
1897 likely included actors in blackface (Putzel 13).37 The ubiquity of blackface
imagery certainly helped to form the British public’s perception of African peoples,
especially at a time when the British public, including Woolf, was inundated with
Africanist aesthetics in the form of African art exhibitions from colonized African
territories to the African-inspired modern art craze initiated by Roger Fry in his
Post-Impressionist Exhibitions.38 This Africanist aesthetic had at its backdrop a
legacy of colonial violence in Africa, including continued colonial conflict in British-

Two widely popular radio shows indicate the pervasiveness of minstrelsy in
England: Harry S. Pepper's White Coon's Minstrel Party (1932-39) and BBC's
Kentucky Minstrels (1933-50) (Gerzina 75).
37 Steven Putzel believes the show to be a minstrel show for “Pony” Moore and Fred
Burgess, company managers for one of the largest minstrel troupes in England, at
Saint James’ Hall in Piccadilly. Though Woolf makes no mention of blackface, posters
advertising shows by the troupe capitalize of traditional blackface imagery (image
in Hund 138). Woolf writes of the show in her diary that it was low brow but
“amusing” (Putzel 13).
38 In an April 15, 1920 diary entry, Woolf comments, “The day before I went to the
Niggers’ show in Chelsea; very sad impressive figures; obscene; somehow
monumental; figures of Frenchmen, I thought, sodden with civilisation & cynicism;
yet they were carved (perhaps) in the Congo 100’s of years ago” (“Diary” 30).
36
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occupied Egypt and the establishment of the Union of South Africa in 1910 as part of
the British Commonwealth resulting from British victory in the Second Boer War.
This paradoxical state of fetishizing African culture as avant-garde while
simultaneously participating in the machinations of brutal imperialist violence
against black bodies provides the foundation for blackface performances, whether
on the music hall stage, aboard the Dreadnought, or expressed through imaginative
fiction, if in slightly different terms. If blackface is one type of “staging of the
ambivalence of the colonizer,” as Susan Gubar claims, we can see in Woolf’s work
and performances the ambivalence of a writer with anti-patriarchal and antiimperialist views, who relies on her racial privilege to use Africanist tropes both
artistically and politically, largely without consequence (41). Simultaneous to this
tension is a similar queerness in the fetishization of dominating and occupying the
black body, if only temporarily. As in Woolf’s role of Abyssinian dignitary in the
hoax, and Orlando’s exploration of racial difference, the racialized performance
allows the white performer to occupy an Africanist space marked as “barbaric” and
chaotic in contrast to the civilization and order defining white Britishness.
The Hoax
The year 1910 also marked the advent of what would come to be known as
the Bloomsbury Group, a group of young writers, artists, and intellectuals,
originating with Woolf’s brother Adrian Stephen and his group of Cambridge
friends. It later included Virginia and her sister Vanessa, and grew in the next two
decades to include, at varying points, E.M. Forster, John Maynard Keynes, and art
critic Roger Fry. Despite the group’s global consciousness and its clear investments
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in anti-imperialist politics, the members of Bloomsbury—educated at Cambridge
and Oxford, benefactors of imperialist capitalist endeavors, members of the British
military or colonial administrations—held mixed allegiances to the systems of
power which they publicly ridiculed. As Jane Garrity has argued, “Bloomsbury was a
modernist elite and officially anti-imperialist, and yet also involved in British
popular culture and colonialist rhetoric” (34). Garrity’s analysis of Bloomsbury’s
representation in British Vogue suggests the ambiguous public image of these artists
as at once avant-garde and also supporters of a heteronormative English cultural
identity, representing “cultural elitism to its affluent readership” (30). While early
Bloomsbury of 1910 had clear investments in anti-imperial politics, the flagrant
behavior of some of the members’ antics reveals their clear sense of privilege and
entitlement.39
Organized by Horace Cole (brother-in-law to Neville Chamberlain) and
thrown together in just a few days, the hoax took little cultural information about
Abyssinian dress, customs, or language into account despite performing across
racial and national identities. The group’s robes, turbans and wigs came from a
London costumier, and their faces and arms were painted black (see Figure 1). In
order to prepare for the pretense of appearing to speak a foreign language, they
decided to buy a Swahili grammar book, and “spent Wednesady [sic] learning

Horace Cole had already duped the mayor of Cambridge into believing they were
the Sultan of Zanzibar, while Adrian Stephen’s original plan for the 1910 hoax was
to dress as German officers, march into Alsace-Lorraine, and march German troops
into France with the intent of causing international dispute (Lee 278).
39
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Figure 3: Photograph of the Dreadnought Hoax published in
The Daily Mirror and in Adrian Stephen’s published account
of the hoax.
Swahili,” a language not spoken in Abyssinia (qtd. In Johnston 14).40 Any gaps in
their conversational Swahili were filled in by such nonsensical utterances as “bunga
bunga” and, in the case of Duncan Grant, verses from Virgil in Latin, a remnant from
his upper-class, classical education.
In Woolf’s own account of the events in a 1940 talk to the Rodmell Women's
Institute, it becomes clear that the then eighteen-year-old Virginia saw the hoax as a
sort of adventure, as a welcome escape from the tragedies in her life (the death of
her father in 1904; an ensuing breakdown that lasted much of the year; and the
sudden death of her brother, Thoby, in 1906). This speech—the only recorded time
Woolf’s version of the story is taken from the original typed version of her 1940
speech to the Rodmell Institute for Women. The manuscript remains in early draft
form with spelling errors retained, and was unpublished until 2009 when Georgia
Johnston discovered the manuscript and presented it at the International Virginia
Woolf Conference.
40
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Woolf described the hoax in public—takes the form of a sort of comedic anecdote,
an effort at pleasing the crowd with an amusing story, something Woolf’s public
talks had historically lacked. Woolf recalls thinking, “What on earth was I doing
driving through London at eight o' clock on a spring morning dressed in royal red
saton with a truban [sic] on my head People were going to work with their bags &
baskets. The milk carts. I did feel very queer” (15).41 Though Woolf does not
elaborate on this “queer” feeling, it seems clear that her queerness was threefold:
she was performing against both gender and race, but also exploiting her
advantageous social position. Her recollection of the working-class Londoners going
about their business implies a sense of audacity on the part of the hoaxers, an ability
and willingness to test limits in a way that would likely have severe consequences
for those not as politically and socially connected as they.
After alerting Admiral May to their visit via a fraudulent telegram
purportedly sent from the Foreign Office, the delegation boarded the Dreadnought
to the sort of fanfare Woolf later mocks in Three Guineas: she describes a naval
officer in full uniform greeting the group, and recalls that she “at once … became all
over in [her] actions in [her] thoughts a Royal in [her] gestures an A prince” (18).
Despite the massive size of the ship and its crew, soon after boarding Virginia runs
into her cousin, Willy Fisher (an officer of the ship) and a Captain Richmond, who
Virginia describes as a friend of the group’s (11). That these chance meetings
happened at all speaks less to random coincidence than to the far-reaching social
connections possessed by the elite members of the Bloomsbury group. Prior to the
Original punctuation and spelling is retained from Woolf’s original notes for her
Rodmell speech throughout.
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war, we see the same intimacy and overlap among the top tiers of the British
military, political leaders, and social elite as we saw with regard to Maud Allan’s
patrons and friends. Always already decidedly implicated in systems of power as
direct beneficiaries of militarist, imperial and patriarchal rule, they were publicly
radical in their politics, yet still invested in normative British cultural identity. They
held “open secrets” of queer desire and identity, yet maintained heteronormative
public personas. They publicly challenged imperialism and patriarchy, yet the
shadows surrounding their radical politics sheltered an ambivalence to true
subversive action.
Just as the hoaxers were content to substitute broken Swahili for authentic
Amharic, the Admiral of the Dreadnought, greeting them with pomp and
circumstance appropriate to foreign (African) dignitaries, apologizes: the military
band could not obtain the sheet music for the Abyssinian national anthem, he
explained, so they played the Zanzibar anthem instead (Johnston 12). Struggling to
keep their false beards affixed on the sunny day, the entourage was shown all the
outfittings of the cutting-edge military ship, to which they would enthusiastically
respond, “bunga, bunga!” When offered food and drink, Adrian (acting as the white
“translator”) makes the excuse that Abyssinians don't drink or eat until after sunset
unless it's prepared in a special way (22). Perpetuating yet another misinformed
racist parody, Adrian was likely thinking of a bricolage of various Muslim religious
practices that may have been observed by the majority population in AngloEgyptian Sudan, but not the historically and predominantly Coptic Orthodox
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population of Abyssinia, a sect of Christianity older than the Church of England by a
millennium.
The entire hoax went off without a hitch, and the hoaxers returned to normal
life without incident, until the story was leaked to the press, resulting primarily in
requests for interviews and invitations to parties. Though the hoax could have had
serious diplomatic implications, no charges were filed, nor was any punishment
meted out besides a ceremonial “tapping” with a cane of Duncan Grant by the
offended officers. The consequences to Woolf were largely social: she was labeled a
“common woman” by the naval officers, according to her cousin William Fischer,
and several of her more conservative relatives communicated their outrage. Woolf
notes also that rules about telegrams were tightened as a result of the hoax,
commenting “I am glad to think that I too have been of help to my country,” a
sentiment possibly fueled by Woolf’s skepticism of British militarism and vocal
opposition to war by the time of the speech in 1940 (qtd. In Johnston 28).42
In this atmosphere of popular racial parody and colonial conflict in Africa, it
is perhaps not surprising that the Dreadnought Hoax became a momentary popular
sensation among the British public, so much so that the hoaxers were asked to
attend London parties dressed in their “Abyssinian” costumes, and the phrase
“bunga bunga” became a popular refrain in music-hall songs of that year (Stephen
30, 51). Attendees of Mr. Medley Barrett’s music-hall revue in the seaside town of
Weymouth were treated to a song spoofing the Hoax: “When I went on board a
Dreadnought Ship / Though I looked just like a costernmonger. They said I was an
The hoaxers had sent a fraudulent telegram from the War Office requesting a tour
of the warship on behalf of the Abyssinian delegation (Johnston 2).
42
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Abyssinian Prince / Because I shouted ‘Bunga-Bunga’ “(qtd. in Barkway 21). Adrian
Stephen even notes that the Admiral of the ship could hardly walk down a London
street without children shouting “Bunga Bunga” at him (16).
The Hoax in Context
While male members of Bloomsbury made their anti-imperialist positions
clear in publications, political affiliations, and public personas, it is only within
recent decades that scholars have positioned Virginia Woolf—who did not publish
overtly political tracts or participate directly in political efforts—as an anti-imperial
modernist writer.43 While Woolf clearly saw empire-making as part of the same set
of forces that buttressed patriarchy and was thus simultaneously critical of both, her
critique of imperialism is most often self-referential: her concerns hinge on how
imperialism affects (white, British, non-working class) women, and not how British
imperialist agendas and ideologies affect colonial subjects. Urmilla Seshagiri takes
issue with Marcus’ argument that Woolf’s connection of patriarchy to empirebuilding produces an anti-imperialist critique, suggesting that Marcus “compresses
imperial, class, and gender issues in to the same critical model” which oversimplifies
“the cultural dialogues in Woolf's fiction” (60-61). This conflation of critiques aimed
at power structures oversimplifies Woolf’s stance, suggesting a homogenous
opposition to both forces across her oeuvre (61). Instead, implicit in Seshagiri’s
critique is the reading of Woolf’s novels and non-fiction—and, I argue, of
performative moments in her life—as ambiguously and inconsistently anti-empire,
43

Kathryn Phillips suggests that Woolf places concerns of empire, war, and gender
in constellation in order to draw connected critiques, often via satire, among them
(vii). More specifically, Jane Marcus argues that the structure and poetic language of
The Waves reveal Woolf’s radical anti-imperialist political agenda (Lawrence 137).
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while much more consistently and unambiguously anti-patriarchy. It is in this light
that I propose a reading of the Dreadnought Hoax as a moment of queer nationalism:
while the Bloomsbury cohort queers imperial ceremony through their gender- and
race-crossing performance, they also reinforce paternalistic British nationalism
through a racist imperialist performance of the African Other. As we will see, it is
likely that Woolf’s first experimentation with racialized performance became the
inspiration for the parodic imperial performances of Orlando.
With few exceptions, modernists and Woolf scholars have read the hoax as a
political protest against British militarism and imperialism, with little attention
given to the deeply racist and imperialist ideologies that undergird the
performance.44 For example, in his study of Woolf’s relationship to the theatre,
Stephen Putzel posits that “[her] participation is an example of her youthful
adventurousness, of the early Bloomsbury comradery and iconoclasm, and of her
life-long criticism of British patriarchal imperialism” (52). Such analyses are in part
a result of the move to redeem Woolf as a feminist writer and high modernist that
coincided with more vested interests in gender studies of modernism (circa the late
1980s and early 1990s). As we will see, many scholars have focused solely on the
symbolic value of Woolf’s Dreadnought cross dressing in relation to the feminist,
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See Georgia Johnston’s preface to Woolf’s recently discovered 1940 Rodmell
Institute talk, an anecdote of the Dreadnought events, in which she surmises that the
hoax has been read primarily as a political act against the Royal navy and British
empire, a reading presented elsewhere in Jean Kennard’s essay on the subject (1).
Also Celia Daileader, who argues that the purpose of the hoax was to “expose the
cultural ignorance of the British” (75).
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anti-imperialist views present in her writing.45 While still important contributions to
Woolf studies, these sorts of arguments omit the other layers of representation at
work in Woolf’s performances, specifically with regard to race and gender-crossing,
and present an uncomplicated vision of Woolf’s attachments to anti-imperial
ideologies.
In her groundbreaking study of Woolf’s relationship with empire, Kathryn
Phillips claims that the hoax shows Woolf’s identification with the colonized, and
her larger “incipient sense of solidarity with oppressed groups,” which is paralleled,
Phillips argues, with Woolf’s opinions about the position of women in Britain (248).
Phillips cites a moment in A Room of One’s Own in which Woolf criticizes man’s
equally possessive instinct toward a woman or “a piece of land or a man with curly
black hair,” thus illustrating, Phillips says, the ways in which Woolf’s deeply rooted
anti-imperialist beliefs were tied up in her feminist politics (qtd. in Phillips 249).
Phillips ends her quotation of A Room of One’s Own too soon, however, omitting the
following sentence: “It is one of the great advantages of being a woman that one can
pass even a very fine negress without wishing to make an Englishwoman of her”
(50). Despite the undertone of sarcasm designed to mock man’s urge to possess,
Woolf’s use of “woman” here is meant to signify “white woman” rather than negress
(even a “very fine” one). That the negress is less than a woman, and certainly less
than an Englishwoman in Woolf’s syntax, demonstrates Woolf’s complicated
relationship with empire and race, a relationship that is not so neatly paralleled
As an unofficial genealogy of more concentrated attention to Woolf as a high
modernist and a surge in feminist literary scholarship, I mark the formal recognition
of the Virginia Woolf Society at the 1976 MLA convention (IVWS).
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with her views on women, despite Phillips’ oversimplification.46, 47 Further, it is
significant that the racial touchstones presented in A Room of One’s Own—a black
man’s head and a “negress”—appear throughout Orlando, published a year prior, in
equally symbolic ways.
Other scholars focus on Woolf’s use of gender play, cross dressing, and the
performative nature of gender in her work to read subversive anti-imperial politics
in her role in the hoax. Jean Kennard sees the ambivalence in Woolf’s performance
as productive in its destabilizing effect: in her performance as an “effeminized male
and as a powerful African,” Kennard argues, Woolf’s racial and gender crossing
“carnivaliz[es] political and cultural power,” thus undermining it (152). Part of this
carnivalizing effect is the reciprocity of the gaze: Gerzina notes that while Woolf was
performing the role of the Abyssinian royal under the observation of the
Dreadnought’s crew, the hoaxers were simultaneously “watching the captain and
crew performing the rituals of a state visit” (“Performing” 77). The presence of these
black(faced) bodies functions as a satire of the stately performances of the British:
the cannon salute and playing of the Zanzibar national anthem are as absurd as the
turbaned “bunga bunga” of the Abyssinian imposters. By reversing the gaze and the
This metaphor further demonstrates Woolf’s misconstruction of the relationship
with the colonial subject and the imperial occupier: the imperial structure of power
relies on the colonialist’s rejection of the colonial subject’s humanity and
citizenship: It is the British Imperialist’s very refusal to make an “Englishman” out of
the colonial subject that buttresses Imperial hegemony.
47 Jane Marcus notes that this passage also points to Woolf’s privilege in her refusal
to see black subjects as Englishwomen, though there was a significant black
population in England by this time, while Madelyn Detloff points out that Woolf was
well aware of black Londoners (black West Indian writer C.L.R. James worked at the
Hogarth Press a few years after AROO was published), but this passage is indicative
of the larger trend of Woolf seeing black subjects as primarily figurative (32, 75-76).
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roles of performer/audience, the hoaxers also disrupt the power dynamics of the
minstrel performance. Yet, in the process, despite the clear anti-imperialist and antimilitarist effects of the performance, the exploitation of black bodies is enacted,
ironically, by both the avant-garde radicals and the imperialist force. Ultimately, it is
the ephemeral performative moment rather than an insistence of recognition of
African subjecthood that creates the subversive potential.
What Kennard calls the “carnivalizing” effect of such a stately performance is
significant: this same performative strategy appears frequently in Woolf’s
writings—most prominently in Three Guineas and in Orlando, specifically with
regard to Orlando’s recounting of the “profound bows and curtseys” of diplomatic
engagements in his time as ambassador to Turkey. After those gestures, “[t]he
ceremony ended at length with the smoking of a hookah and the drinking of a glass
of coffee; but though the motions of smoking and drinking were gone through
punctiliously there was neither tobacco in the pipe nor coffee in the glass,” an
absurd ritual suggestive of the empty gestures aboard the Dreadnought when the
hoaxers feigned cultural dietary restrictions to avoid taking tea with the officers
(123). In these parodic, often carnivalesque moments, such performances expose
the absurdity of the machinations of political power by subverting the hierarchical
assumptions regarding race, empire, and gender.
While Woolf’s use of the carnivalesque functions to ridicule powerful
individuals in these performative moments, it is the racialized body and culture that
is literally used as a vehicle for comedic effect. Scholarly assessments of Woolf’s
ambivalence regarding the Dreadnought Hoax that do not also account for the
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privilege implicit in her ability to be ambivalent about racialized imperialism fail to
examine the dark ideological underpinnings fundamental to the “comedic” effect of
the hoax. In the laughably inconsequential punishments rendered against the
hoaxers, we see how unexceptional (and, as I discuss, crucially valuable to popular
entertainment) African caricatures were in British performances, whether as part of
a high-minded ruse with Cambridge friends or as a minstrel show in a music hall.
That the group’s hoax drew on a history of white performers playing black
characters as objects of laughter, if not derision, allowed them to critique British
military and political power with impunity.
Among earlier readers of Woolf’s participation in the Dreadnought Hoax,
Susan Gubar is one of few who understand the subversiveness of the hoax as
implicated in the explicitly racist performative quality and underlying privilege of
the group. Gubar sees the hoax as an expression of “racial privilege of a group of
intellectuals convinced of their right to take a holiday from whiteness so as to thumb
their noses at even the highest authorities” (35-36). So, while dire consequences
were possible for perceived black bodies challenging authority (Cole asked Virginia
if she could swim before allowing her to join the plan in case they literally had to
jump ship), the socioeconomically privileged white bodies beneath the Africanist
disguises ran little risk of punishment beyond shame and ridicule. The white
intellectuals, while certainly invested in anti-imperialist, anti-militarist politics,
viewed the event as a lark, a performance that was intended as much to shock social
mores and amusingly divert the men too wealthy to work for a living as it was to
make a political statement.
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Urmila Seshagiri offers a more direct critique of the hoax, suggesting that
several of the group’s racialized performances “signal[ed] an active investment in
racial authority” and that the Dreadnought Hoax in particular was “rife with cultural
distortions that replicated imperialist racial hegemonies” (63). From this
perspective, it is difficult to distinguish between racialized performance intended to
mock and draw attention to racist imperialist ideologies through its use of racial
tropes, and racist performance buttressed by racist imperialist ideologies that
mocks British exoticization of the racialized Other. Gerzina makes the important
connection between crossing race and crossing gender, arguing that the hoax “in
some ways released” Woolf (“Bushmen” 55). By not only crossing race and gender,
but embodying and performing them, Woolf and the Bloomsbury avant-garde create
both a means of disrupting the racial patriarchy and a language through which
queer desire is expressed, despite the fact that these transgressions come at the
expense of black subjecthood. They relied on an implicit understanding of the
queerness of cross-racial parodic performance: in donning black masks, they find
liberation from strict British social expectations concerning class, race, and gender;
yet they also betray a queer sense of cross-racial desire to both dominate and
inhabit black bodies.
Orlando’s Africanisms
Orlando has long been an object of study within the field of queer and trans
studies, and while many scholars have explored the racial rhetoric of the novel, few
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have examined Orlando’s performance as queerly racialized.48 As a queer text,
Orlando skirts the line between historical fantasy and lesbian novel, a line that
allowed Woolf to publish the text without serious repercussions.49 While Orlando’s
performance is not formally staged, we do see Orlando taking advantage of her
racial privilege to “take a holiday from whiteness,” as Gubar characterizes the hoax,
in her gendered and racialized performance of a Turkish gypsy (35-36). As a white
aristocrat, Orlando’s racial authority allows her to perform a culturally skewed
version of “Turkish” Orientalism (not dissimilar to Maud Allan’s appropriation of
Egyptian culture). For Orlando, racial otherness functions only as one of many
possible routes used to escape a perilous political situation. When the ramifications
of a popular uprising force Orlando from her diplomatic position in Turkey, she
takes up with the gypsies, which was easily done, it seems, because “her dark hair
and dark complexion bore out the belief that she was, by birth, one of them and had
been snatched by an English Duke from a nut tree when she was a baby” (141-42).
For Orlando to “pass” as another race—in the case of the “gypsies,” a race with
purportedly less restrictive gender divisions—while maintaining the option to
return to a position of racial privilege, just as Woolf does aboard the Dreadnought,
underscores Woolf’s ambiguously subversive position, which conflates imperial and
patriarchal power structures as operating in unity and/or always at the same
frequency.
See Melanie Taylor, (2000), “True Stories: Orlando, Life-writing and Transgender
Narratives” in Modernist Sexualities.
49 As a counterexample, Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness, published the same
year as Orlando resulted in an obscenity trial and public scandal for the author due
to its unambiguous lesbian content.
48
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By the time Woolf wrote Orlando in 1928, the machinations of colonial unrest
in Northern Africa and the Middle East had only gained momentum in the wake of
the First World War, after Woolf’s 1910 hoax. From the very beginning of the novel,
blackness is used primarily as a contrast for Orlando, and a backdrop against which
to describe her story. As many scholars have noted, we first find Orlando as a boy:
He—or there could be no doubt of his sex, though the fashion of the time did
something to disguise it—was in the act of slicing at the head of a Moor
which swung from the rafters. It was the colour of an old football. (13)
Given that the Africanist presence is primarily a self-reflexive device for the white
protagonist, this lifeless fragment of a black body serves to emphasize the full
subjecthood of Orlando. This juxtaposition of the English aristocrat with the dark
brown “Pagan” establishes Orlando’s racial and gender identity. It seems that “there
could be no doubt of his sex” in part because he positions himself as the European
conqueror—the youngest in a long line of conquerors—against the black body. We
further discover that “Orlando's father, or perhaps his grandfather, had struck [the
head] from the shoulders of a vast Pagan who had started up under the moon in the
barbarian fields of Africa” (13). This patrilineal history of colonial conquest further
reinforces Orlando’s gendered racial identity. What is particularly noteworthy about
this first passage of the novel, however, is Woolf’s use of “Moor,” a specific Africanist
signifier (with “Eastern” connotations) that recurs throughout the text. This
moment is used later in the text to highlight Orlando’s identity, which is
compounded of many humours—of melancholy, of indolence, of passion . . .
to say nothing of all those contortions and subtleties of temper . . . . When he
slashed at a dead nigger's head; cut it down; hung it chivalrously out of his
reach again and then betook himself to the window seat with a book. (73)
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The Moor’s head is not a human remain, nor an individual, nor is it humanized in
any way; instead, it is a colonial conquest, merely a singular prop which Woolf uses
to illustrate the multiple complicated facets of Orlando’s interior self. “The Moor” in
Orlando is an intentional and significant motif that ties together concerns over
Africa, blackness, the Middle East, and British imperialism writ large.
As with the slicing of the Moor’s head in the opening scene, Moors are almost
exclusively mentioned in the text in conjunction with violent assault or conquest.50
During the Great Frost, King James holds court at his winter festival on the frozen
Thames. In the midst of numerous staged and street performances, we find “great
statesmen, in their beards and ruffs, dispatch[ing] affairs of state…. Soldiers planned
the conquest of the Moor and the downfall of the Turk in striped arbours
surmounted by plumes of ostrich feathers” (35). Set in the middle of a carnival, the
planning of imperial conquest of Northern Africa or the Middle East itself becomes
carnivalesque. As with the “symbolic splendour of [statemen’s] clothes or the
ceremonies that take place when [they] wear them” in Three Guineas, the imperialist
machinations of Orlando, held in “arbours surmounted by plumes of ostrich
feathers” and staged amid puppet shows and plays, are rendered as overly elaborate
and staged (35). Yet, the “conquest of the Moor” becomes merely a vehicle for the
The one mention of a Moor outside of a violent context occurs after Orlando
returns to his estate after Sasha’s departure. The servants are sympathetic toward
him, and “even the Blackamoor whom they called Grace Robinson by way of making
a Christian woman of her, understood what they were at, and agreed that his
Lordship was a handsome, pleasant, darling gentleman in the only way she could,
that is to say by showing all her teeth at once in a broad grin” (70). Only when the
Moor is gendered female does the violence fall away; here, it is replaced by a simple
pacification, marked by a minstrel-like, toothy grin.
50
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absurdity, rather than the object of the passage. It is a signifier connoting darkness,
deployed as a contrast for the lightness and levity of the carnival, and used
exclusively in service of Woolf’s mockery of the soldiers.
Later on in King James’ carnival, Orlando encounters a performance in which
“[a] Black man was waving his arms and vociferating,” a figure we later find out is
Shakespeare’s Othello (56). Stirred to attention by his own passionate love affair
with the Russian princess, Sasha, Orlando observes that “[t]he frenzy of the Moor
seemed to him his own frenzy, and when the Moor suffocated the woman in her bed
it was Sasha he killed with his own hands” (57). Here, perhaps most clearly,
Othello’s blackness is used to hold a mirror up to Orlando, in order to both
foreshadow his heartbreak with Sasha and to reflect the angst and turmoil of his
poet’s heart. Significantly, it is the “Moor” who enacts the physical violence, albeit on
stage. Orlando’s passion and violent instincts are contained, and play out
psychically, not physically. As imagery related to Moors and blackness have already
been used in the text to emphasize Orlando’s traits, the Moor here serves to
highlight Orlando as both a mirror image of Moorish barbarism while also its
inverse: a civilized, rational white European. The performance of Othello becomes a
literal staging ground for the interpellating of Orlando in the image of model British
identity—civilized, contained, rational—made possible by the deployment of this
Africanism as primitive, uncontrollable, and emotional. Further, Orlando’s
identification with Othello is another example of Said’s “bizarre jouissance” of
Orientalism: Orlando takes a peculiar pleasure in watching the enactment of
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sexualized (and racialized) violence on stage, identifying with the dominating
violence of Othello, yet remains the detached “watcher” (103).
With the novel’s deployment of Othello as archetype for the Moor, one can in
general read the presence of the Moor throughout the narrative as a symbol of
dangerous, yet seductive, otherness. Even in seemingly unimportant details, the
Moor appears to mark moments of exoticism or adventure. As Orlando redecorates
his estate after mourning Sasha’s loss, his purchase of exotic household goods calls
forth a “story of his adventure with a Moor in Venice of whom he bought (but only at
the sword's point) his lacquered cabinet” (110). As with the preserved Moor’s head
in the attic of his estate, the Moor here is an accessory, a detail intended to add
exoticism and a touch of danger to Orlando’s persona.
Woolf specifically capitalizes upon Othello’s blackness to suggest a darkness
beyond race. Immediately after the play ends, Orlando gazes into the sky and notes,
“All had grown dark…. Looking up into the sky there was nothing but blackness
there too” (57). Strangely, Woolf repeats this observation several lines later: “The
night was dark; it was pitch dark…” (57). Darkness here could foreshadow Sasha’s
abandonment, or perhaps the macabre nature of the Great Frost’s thaw, or even
Orlando’s impending initial week-long trance. It becomes clear, however, that Woolf
exploits previously established associations between racial blackness and violence,
barbarism, and unbridled passion to mark all “dark” moments of the text as equally
dangerous. For example, our anonymous Biographer describes a major theme of the
novel, love, thusly:
For Love . . . has two faces; one white, the other black; two bodies; one
smooth, the other hairy…. Yet, so strictly are they joined together that you
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cannot separate them. In this case, Orlando's love began her flight towards
him with her white face turned, and her smooth and lovely body outwards. …
All of a sudden … she wheeled about, turned the other way round; showed
herself black, hairy, brutish, and it was Lust the vulture, not Love, the Bird of
Paradise. (117)
While such light and darkness are frequent metaphors for the waxing and waning of
love, here, these terms are given specific positive and negative value, respectively.
Further, these values are personified through common racist associations with
whiteness and blackness: pure love is a smooth, lovely, white body, while bestial
lust is a hairy, brutish, black body. This brutish black body reappears often
throughout the novel, but only as a way to mark moments in our protagonist’s
journey or to symbolize a certain passion in Orlando; never is the black body an
independent and potent character in the narrative. The image of the inseparable
black and white bodies of love exemplifies the queer racialized subtext of the novel:
through an image that evokes one type of taboo sexuality—miscegenation—Woolf
metonymically suggests other queer sexualities.
Orlando in Turkey
As Orlando’s biography unfolds, Woolf draws us further into the “darkness”
evoked by Othello. It is at the midpoint of the novel, however, during Orlando’s time
in Turkey, that the significance of the carefully chosen motif of the “Moor” becomes
clear. Here, representations of otherness move from Africanist to Orientalist, both of
which have direct implications on the themes of subversive gender performance in
the text.
Orlando’s new role as ambassador to the Ottoman Empire in Turkey provides
him an escape from the banal routine of English aristocratic society. Amid the

88

“beating of gongs, cryings to prayer” and the “multicolored and barbaric
population,” Orlando relishes the Orientalist exoticism, and wonders if “in the
season of the Crusades, one of his ancestors had taken up with a Circassian peasant
woman; thought it possible; fancied a certain darkness in his complexion; and, going
indoors again, withdrew to his bath” (120, 121). The choice of “Circassian” is doubly
racialized here. Orlando plays with the idea of darkness and self-identification with
racial otherness in a cross-ethnic fantasy. Despite Orlando’s associating them with
darkness, these women were, in fact, considered the ideal of white beauty. The

Figure 4: Postcard of Barnum’s “Circassian
Beauty” sideshow.

Circassians originated from the Caucasus region of Southeastern Europe and settled
in parts of Turkey, Iran, and Western Asia as a result of a forced diaspora
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(deportation and importation) during the sixteenth century (Richmond). Circassian
women became part of the popular Victorian narrative of the harem: they were the
light-skinned, most-valued concubines of Middle Eastern royalty of myth, and
appeared in nineteenth-century art, literature, and even circus sideshows (see
Figure 2).51 The word “Circassian” was commonly used in nineteenth-century
cosmetic labels, and would be a familiar reference to Woolf’s 1928 audience. That
Orlando fantasizes about Circassian ethnicity yet notes “a certain darkness in his
complexion” suggests that his playing with racial otherness (an identity, like Woolf
in 1910, that he can easily shed) retains associations with the “darkness” of the
Moor established earlier in the text, while also acquiring popular nineteenth- and
early twentieth-century associations with “the Orient,” relating to the romantic, and
often erotic, mystery and allure of the East (121).
It is no accident then, that Turkey is also the scene of Orlando’s gender
transformation. While the Moor as marker of racial otherness represented
alternatively a barbarous or violently passionate masculinity, the Turkish context
brings with it associations of androgyny and exotic sensuality. It is in Constantinople
that Orlando secretly marries the gypsy Rosina Pepita. And, when Orlando
transforms into a woman, she conveniently “dressed herself in those Turkish coats
and trousers which can be worn indifferently by either sex” (139). Racial
difference—especially with regard to contexts familiar to the British public in the
Circassians appear as objects of erotic beauty in Henry Fieldings’ Tom Jones, Lord
Byron’s Don Juan, as well as many lesser-known romantic narratives of “Eastern”
appeal. P.T. Barnum included a “Circassian Beauty” in his sideshow, who, as with all
similar acts, was a light-skinned woman with curled, teased, dark hair (see Linda
Frost, “The Circassian Beauty and the Circassian Slave”).
51

90

early twentieth century—becomes the language through which queer desires and
nonnormative gendering are expressed. This playing in the dark of Africanism and
Orientalism is a queer maneuver that makes Orlando readable as queerly exotic, but
not necessarily queerly dangerous. The “playful” performative aspect acts as a
defense that protects the performer from direct homosexual identification.
This moment of transformation is marked by a calculated refusal when it
comes time for our biographer to describe the nature of the transformation: “let
other pens treat of sex and sexuality; we quit such odious subjects as soon as we
can” (139). Such marked silence further suggests queer currents even in the absence
of explicit queer identification. At a historical moment when the explicit narration of
gender presentation or sexuality outside of heteronormative ideals could easily
result in legal and social consequences, Woolf finds a voice for these themes through
representations of racial otherness.
The same metaphorical language that allows Woolf to avoid censorship while
still communicating queer desire or identity is often racialized in such a way that
racial otherness stands in—or stands next to—queerness. At the end of the novel,
Orlando meets Marmaduke Bonthrop Shelmerdine, a man who shares Orlando’s
ambiguously gendered nature and possesses a similar man-womanliness and
woman-manliness. Using the Orient and Africa again as exotic partners, Woolf
characterizes Shelmerdine as an explorer; having already voyaged to the East, he is
now bound for an expedition to Cape Horn (252). Since both “the East” and
Africanism have already been associated with Orlando herself, it is no surprise that
Orlando and Shel understand each other deeply, without the need for explanation.
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In the middle of one of their conversations, Orlando exclaims, “Yes, negresses are
seductive, aren’t they? [Shel] having told her that the supply of biscuits now gave
out, he was surprised and delighted to find how well she had taken his meaning”
(258). The queer relationship between the two ambiguously gendered characters
relies on “understanding” rather than “talking,” so that “‘the biscuits ran out’” has to
stand for kissing a negress in the dark (259). The metonym that replaces the
language of sexuality with the language of the mundane is twofold here: “the
biscuits ran out” stands in both for a “queer” sexuality of eroticizing the African
Other, but also of a queer desire that is triangulated through race. Miscegenation is
the queer transgression—nominally more acceptable than homosexual desire—that
stands for both queer currents.
Conclusion
In her 1940 Rodwell lecture detailing the hoax, Woolf remarks that she “did
feel very queer,” suggesting that the hoax was a thrill among the banality of
everyday life, but also that Woolf was aware of the complicated transgressions of
gender and racial identity that she was poised to cross (Johnston 15). Surely, the
choice of character was intended to mock hypermasculine British militarism;
however, Woolf was aware of the subversive potential for queer performance, as
suggested in her racialized 1910 performance and confirmed in Orlando’s queer
racial performances. As with many of Woolf’s performative moments, as we will see
in the next chapter, subversive gender performance is used to shine a light on her
anti-imperialist politics, creating an overly simplistic parallel between patriarchal
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and imperialist hegemonies. While race is employed in this pursuit, it is left largely
unscrutinized.
Despite the anti-imperialist sentiments at the heart of the hoax and the
subversive gender politics of Orlando, both reveal lingering attachments to the very
systems of power they are intended to destabilize. 52 They are both subversive in
their mocking of ceremonial performances, and both employ racial, gender, and
theatrical performance in complex ways. While certainly Woolf is not alone in
critiquing the gender, racial, and national politics of her day, her queer performative
strategies create a complex web that both subverts and allies itself to normative
ideologies. This sense of performativity allows for the elite to take up and put down
racial otherness at will; yet, white privilege remains. These racialized performances
are tied up in efforts to find an acceptable language for queer desire and identity;
“playing in the dark” becomes a queered performance in order to represent the
unspoken homoerotics of the narratives. As seen in these two performative
moments, the performances of whites are always multiple and complex. They are
“both/and”: Woolf and Orlando always retain white privilege, yet can play black or
brown romantically, comically, or politically. Racialized identities in these
performative moments are singular, used only to represent. They do not in
themselves have subversive potential, but act subversively only through the body or
pen of the white artist/performer.
Mark Hussey takes up the negotiation between attachment to and subversion of
state power in “Mrs. Thatcher and Mrs. Woolf,” a reflection on Margaret Thatcher’s
memoirs that position the “Bloomsbury set” in opposition to the exclusionary vision
of Britishness indicative of the Thatcher years. While Woolf’s anti-imperialism has
been widely theorized, her class politics and her position within the intellectual elite
remain a source of debate.
52
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Woolf was especially aware of the consequences of crossing the line from
exotic, racialized queerness to queer sexuality at the time of Orlando’s publication.
While certainly aware of the Wilde trials (as were most Britons at the time), Woolf
was also almost certainly aware of the “Cult of the Clitoris” trial in 1918 due to the
mass media coverage and fame of those involved. Most adjacent to the publication of
Orlando, however, was the Well of Loneliness trial. Published in July of 1928 (three
months before Orlando), The Well of Loneliness was almost immediately banned as
indecent, and its publishers were called to court to defend it in November, shortly
after Orlando was published. Woolf was privately critical of the book, telling a friend
in her characteristically acerbic style that “[t]he dullness of the book is such that any
indecency may lurk there—one simply can’t keep one’s eyes on the page” (Nicolson
556). Yet Woolf felt compelled to defend the novel, even offering to testify in court
as to its literary merit, an ambivalence she communicated in a letter to Vita Sackville
West: “At this moment our thoughts centre upon Sapphism—we have to uphold the
morality of that Well of all that’s stagnant and lukewarm and neither one thing or
the other” (556).53 Though Woolf’s ambivalence about racial politics is clear in both
the hoax and her work, she was clear about the necessity of defending queer artists
and art, even willing to place herself in social and (possibly) financial peril by
participating in a major public trial.
Woolf told Vita that Vita was not asked to sign a public letter defending the novel
because of her well-known “proclivities,” to which Vita replied, ““I feel very violently
about The Well of Loneliness. Not on account of what you call my proclivities; not
because I think it is a good book; but really on principle …. Because, you see, even if
the W. of L. had been a good book, – even if it had been a great book, a real
masterpiece, – the result would have been the same. And that is intolerable”
(Nicholson 279-80).
53
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Woolf’s deployment of racialized and sometimes racist imagery justifies a
range of judgments: that she was a privileged white woman and a product of her
time, or equally plausible, that she did not feel compelled to challenge hers and
others deep-seeded imperialist and racist views. My intention here is neither to
defend Woolf as a purely anti-imperialist, anti-homophobic thinker nor to condemn
her as someone whose privilege allowed her to benefit from racist imperialist
institutions. Instead, I suggest that an examination of Woolf’s complex investments
in progressive politics is incomplete without considering how her views were
conflicting and perhaps mutually constituted. While Woolf sees queer identity as not
only worth defending but worthy of artistic representation, she is unable or
unwilling to acknowledge the subjectivity of black and brown individuals, both in
distant colonies and in her own Bloomsbury neighborhood. By considering the
queerness implicit in both Woolf’s understanding of her own identity, and in the
performative act of assuming other racial identities and desiring racialized bodies, I
hope to provide a hermeneutic for the examination of race, national identity, and
queer sexuality as critically entangled in Woolf’s aesthetics, as well as a wider
catalogue of modernist aesthetic engagements. We see this same entanglement shift
slightly moving forward to Djuna Barnes’ Nightwood, with racialized national
identity implicated in Barnes’ queering of disabled bodies.
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CHAPTER 3
EXTRAORDINARY BODIES: DJUNA BARNES’ ANTI-FASCIST FREAK SHOW
AESTHETIC
Introduction
In a 1937 speech at the opening of the Great German Art Exhibition at the
House of German Art, Adolf Hitler linked modernist aesthetics—works by Paul Klee,
Picasso, Kandinsky, and many other artists in- and outside Germany—to the
appearance of “deformed cripples and cretins, women who inspire only disgust,
[and] men who are more like wild beasts” (2). The Great German Art Exhibition was
organized in an attempt to prove German cultural and racial superiority over what
the Nazis dubbed “degenerate art”: art by Jews and non-Aryan races, and above all,
modernist art that seemed to take as its inspiration racial otherness and physical
difference. A simultaneous show called the Degenerate Art Exhibition displayed
these works, grouped in themes of decline under captions such as “Mockery of the
German woman-ideal: cretin and whore” and Hitler’s assertion that it was not the
purpose of art to “rummage about in garbage for the sake of garbage, to paint people
only in a state of decay, to draw cretins as the symbol of becoming a mother…” (qtd.
in Peters 38-39). Such combinations of text and art were intended to expose
modernist art as a great hoax and a fraud at the expense of the German people, who
were told their tax dollars supported such artists. Such artists, according to the logic
of National Socialism, were either themselves mentally ill or debased, or at least
took their inspiration from inferior primitive cultures and the physically deformed.

96

This 1937 exhibition was only the latest expression of the fascist attitude
toward modernist art, drawing inspiration from Nazi art historians like Paul
Schultze-Maumburg, whose 1928 book, Kunst und Rasse (Art and Race), juxtaposed
images of modernist paintings with photographs of disabled bodies (qtd. in Linett
147). The Nazi attack on “degenerate art,” as they called it, was indicative of what
Maren Linett calls “the conflation fascism endorsed between art and reality” (147).
The objections Nazis had to the fractured, abstract aesthetic of such artists as
Picasso and Modigliani were equally applied to modern literature, as seen four years
before the Degenerate Art Exhibition in the massive book burning or “Action Against
the Un-German Spirit” of 1933, instigated by the National Socialist German Students’
Association (with prompting by Nazi propagandist Joseph Goebbels). Books by
writers ranging from Thomas Mann to Ernest Hemingway were burned, as were the
writings of Helen Keller for her advocacy of the disabled (“Book”). These
spectacles—both the exhibition and the book burning—were intended to both
validate and encourage the surveillance of subversive elements by the people and
the state. In asking the exhibition attendees to gaze at what was framed as a
degenerate body, and in encouraging the public to witness and participate in the
performative burning of “subversive” writing, the Nazi party established a mandate
for the Volksgemeinschaft (literally “the people’s community,” or here intended as
the national racial community) to surveil those perceived as a threat. In this
atmosphere of anxiety regarding deformity, difference, and racial otherness,
characteristics the Nazis saw manifested in modern art and literature, Djuna Barnes’
Nightwood, published in England in 1936 and set in 1930s Paris, stands as a text of
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resistance in its unapologetic, and sometimes problematic, depiction of
homosexuality, racial otherness, and disability, all of which stand in opposition to
the fascist state’s incitement to surveillance.
Compulsory Ablebodiedness in the Volksgemeinschaft
A novel of fractured narratives, identities, and bodies, no one in the world of
Nightwood is who they appear to be, with queer bodies often marked by what they
literally or metaphorically lack: a kidney, a womb, a limb, sexual functionality. These
fractured characters are also suggestive of what European national identity would
become in the face of fascism: displaced yet defined by national extract, racialized
according to bloodlines, and valued for the body’s ability to serve the national
community. Despite the displacement of characters that do not seem to belong to
the society in which they exist, these characters’ national origin is cast as all the
more important in defining gender identity; one of the first characters to whom we
are introduced, Hedvig Volkbein, is “a Viennese woman of great strength and
military beauty,” who walks with a “goose-step of a stride” and dances as if it was a
“tactile manoeuvre” (3, 7). Hedvig’s femininity is seen only through the lens of
Austrian militarism, a form of characterization that the novel relies on broadly and
across nationalities.54 This fracturing (of identity, of connections between nation
and belonging) is represented often in tropes of disability and racial alterity, both of
which are put on display through the novel’s preoccupation with performance.

This stereotype was doubtless formed as a result of Austro-Hungary’s role in the
First World War and strengthened in the 1930s by the fact that Hitler was himself
Austrian.
54
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I along with many scholars see Nightwood as a challenge to fascism through
its representation of “degeneracy,” conceived as Jewishness, racial alterity, and
queerness in the fascist imaginary; however, I argue that the primary mode of this
challenge is through the use of a major trope largely unnoticed by most scholars: the
representation and performance of disabled bodies. Narratives of disability often
fall into one or more dominant categories: the “super crip” narrative, a story of
overcoming the odds in the face of adversity; the use of disability to represent a
larger social ill; disability as a punishment or manifestation of evil; and disability
used to emphasize the character’s interior goodness and “wholeness” (See Mitchell
and Snyder). Mitchell and Snyder see in particular the modernist tradition’s
viewpoint of culture as “inherently alienated and fragmented,” leading modernists
to thus search for symbols of this in the form of bodily fragmentation (145). While
one could convincingly argue that Barnes follows this script in using disability to
represent a world in chaos in the face of impending fascist regimes, I argue that
Barnes uses disability in more complicated, yet not unproblematic ways. Through
the visibility of disabled bodies—or what Rose Garland Thomson productively
names “extraordinary bodies,” a phrase used to describe physically extraordinary
bodies as also culturally encoded by race or queerness—Barnes offers a challenge to
both fascist impulses circulating in Europe at the time, but also to the narrative
trope of using disabled bodies to represent a social ill that needs to be hidden or
cured (5). Far from a symbol of pity or shame, the disabled bodies of Nightwood are
unapologetically visible, independent, and not in need of being fixed. In fact, they are
performing bodies—the opposite of hidden and apologetic—as well as sexed bodies,
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another rare characteristic in conventional disability narratives. This is not to say,
however, that Barnes’ portrayal of difference is redemptive or even positive. Barnes
places these bodies largely within the context of abjection; they are still marked as
always outside the national community, a community undergirded by the national
heterosexuality of “pure” citizenship made possible through (re)productive bodies.
Though they are not represented as in need of “fixing”, these bodies contribute to a
“freak show” aesthetic that is used to illustrate the stark difference between
extraordinary bodies and the acceptable society of normative, reproductive bodies
necessary for national heterosexuality. Ultimately, Barnes relies on problematic
tropes of bodily difference to pose a queer challenge to fascism, deploying disability
tropes in the service of a queer vision. While the “freak show” aesthetic creates a
useful bridge between the marginalization of queer and disabled bodies, Barnes
privileges queer subjectivity at the expense of disability.
Nightwood begins in 1880 with the birth of Felix Volkbein, son of Hedvig and
Guido, an Italian Jew who created a fantasied aristocratic heritage to hide his
Jewishness from even his wife (3). The extent of the father Guido’s deception is
deep, including “a coat of arms [in his home] that he had no right to and a list of
progenitors (including their Christian names) who had never existed,” as well as
supposed portraits of his parents that are in reality paintings of actors he bought at
an antique shop (5-6, 10). Guido creates an amalgamation of national identities,
complete with the Medici shield over the fireplace next to the Austrian bird, rugs
from Madrid, French windows, Tunisian textiles, and Venetian blinds (8). In an
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effort to anchor his own fluctuating national identity, he invests in Hedvig’s staunch
Austrianness in order to produce an heir with a clear national identity.
Felix Volkbein takes after his father; however, perhaps sensing the elder
Volkbein’s original deception, his performance of aristocracy is even more muddled,
creating an absurdist effect: he dresses simultaneously for day and evening,
“wishing to be correct at any moment” (11). He chooses rooms to rent because “a
Bourbon had been carried from them to death,” and “kept a valet and a cook; the one
because he looked like Louis the Fourteenth and the other because she resembled
Queen Victoria, Victoria in another cheaper material, cut to the poor man's purse,”
yet ultimately fails to convince anyone that his blood is blue, suffering constant
slights from the aristocrats he seeks to impress (12). In his pursuit of a coherent
national identity, he hopes to produce an heir worthy of his imagined past, and
marries Robin Vote, an American described as a “tall girl with the body of a boy,”
because “[w]ith an American anything can be done,” (50, 42). Robin, ultimately
positioned as the protagonist despite her nearly absent perspective, has a strange,
almost inhuman appeal to Felix and her many other male and female suitors,
alternatively described in animalistic terms and as a cold work of art to be viewed.
The mixing of the muddled national and sexual identities of Felix and Robin, in the
tradition of degenerate genetic theory of the early twentieth century, produces a
“mentally deficient” child who Robin quickly abandons along with her marriage in
favor of a tempestuous love affair with another American expatriate, Nora Flood,
interrupted on occasion by the meddlings of the bird-like, manipulative Jenny
Petheridge. Lacking any substantial plot development, much of the rest of the story
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is diegetic, relying on the rambling theories of the oracle-like, yet often inebriated,
figure of Dr. Matthew O’Connor (here after “the Doctor”), a European socialite living
in squalor and destitution who occasionally dresses in women’s clothing, works as a
doctor with no formal medical degree, and is simultaeously an Irishman from the
“Barbary Coast (Pacific Street, San Francisco)” (17).55 The Doctor functions as an
unwilling yet verbose confidant and reluctant guide for both Felix Volkbein and
Nora Flood in their quest to understand “the night”—suggestive of both sexual
impulses and the fringe of society—as well as their shared desire for Robin.
The prevailing theme of the novel is performance and the watching that
performance demands: performance of national, gendered, and racial identities, but
also circus performance. Nora is a circus publicist, and Felix surrounds himself with
theatre and circus performers who “were for him as dramatic and as monstrous as a
consignment on which he could never bid,” since Felix is aware that he in unable to
act convincingly in his own performance (15). This allure is rooted in Felix’
metonymic connection between circus performance and “the pageantry of kings and
queens” in their comparable “splendid and reeking falsification,” a judgment that
evokes Woolf’s observation of the strangeness of the “symbolic splendour of
[statemen’s] clothes or the ceremonies that take place when [they] wear them” (1314, 3G 20). The comparison of social performance to one of the most fantastical,
least realistic genres of staged performance draws attention to how race and
nationality are performed in the novel, and to the performativity of identity more
The Barbary Coast is most famous as a Gold Rush-era neighborhood known for
gambling and prostitution, as well as male cross dressing and homosociality at a
moment when up to 92% of San Francisco’s population was male (see Les Wright,
Queer Sites: Gay Urban Histories Since 1600, p.165).
55
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broadly. In her foundational essay, Jane Marcus notes the celebration of difference
and abjection in the “wandering Jews, blacks, lesbians, outsiders, and transvestites”
as the Others of the novel, arguing that, as all future victims of the Holocaust, the
novel “figures by absence the authoritarian dominators of Europe in the 1930s, the
sexual and political fascists” (221). Marcus is unswayed by the extreme racialization
of characters and the eugenicist-like focus on physical difference, ultimately
insisting that Nightwood “reminds us that the human condition is a sister- and
brotherhood of difference, and that ideologies that seek to erase those differences
and define only themselves as human are indescribably dangerous” (250). While
this warning is certainly represented in the text, the community of extraordinary
bodies seems far from a utopic “sister and brotherhood of difference” and closer to a
dystopic vision of how these bodies must create visible counterpublics to survive
within the margins of society into which they are forced.
While Marcus argues that the novel is a direct and unambiguous challenge to
fascism through the carnivalesque, Robin Blyn productively reframes the same
motif through the “freak show,” insisting that “there is no utopian, pre-capitalist
democratic space outside of ‘the society of the spectacle’ or the instantiation of
liberal capitalism,” effectively breaking the link established in earlier theory
(including Marcus’) that positions Decadence—a celebration of excess in the form of
liberal capitalism and degeneracy—as a catalyst for fascism (506). Instead of the
more utopian carnivalesque vision, Nightwood is a “Decadent freak show” which
positions the dandy as a freak, thus challenging “the equation of Decadence with
degeneracy performed under the aegis of fascism” (507). Despite Blyn’s use of the
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“freak show” as a model for understanding the economy of performativity, she does
not explicitly take up the performance of disabled bodies and their relevance to
Nightwood as a challenge to the understood connection between degeneracy and
Decadence. As exemplified in the Nazi’s Degenerate Art Exhibition, fascism is often a
reaction to the increased visibility of “unruly” bodies that can only be managed
under the guise of state surveillance.
Although Barnes vehemently denied that Nightwood was a commentary on
Nazism, her biographer Andrew Field points out that it is impossible not to see the
novel as a commentary on its time (214). This is all the more true when we consider
the importance of spectacle to fascist, particularly Nazi, organizing and aesthetics.
One need only consider the carefully staged rallies and parades, not to mention film
propaganda, the Nazi Party used to shore up its message. Mia Spiro points to the
comparable performative themes in texts like Nightwood and Woolf’s Between the
Acts as experimental fiction that represents resistance through spaces “in which
contrasting voices can exist in a dialogic relationship to expose tensions and
contradictions”—such as Woolf’s village pageant or Barnes’ cast of circus
performers. These performative themes contrast with the Nazi spectacle that “relies
on unifying forces of propaganda and the visual image of harmony” (11). In
opposition to the image of a nation unified and harmonious, Nightwood presents a
community of performers composed of multiple nationalities, social classes, races,
and sexualities that, while not unified, creates a queer counterpublic, shattering the
fascist fiction of the nation predicated upon racial purity and national
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heterosexuality, the idealized Volksgemeinschaft (national racial community) of Nazi
philosophy. 56
While representing racial difference in a way that challenges fascist ideology,
Nightwood simultaneously relies on imperialist and racist images of black bodies as
well as a eugenicist-inspired theory of race and nationality. The most prominent
example is Nikka, the black circus performer who fights bears in the Cirque de Paris.
Dressed only in a loincloth, Nikka is covered from head to toe in tattoos, including
quotations from the book of magic across his buttocks, “I” and “can” on each knee,
and “Desdemona” on his penis (19). The latter two tattoos combined with the
intentionally primitivist performance make his impotence (according to the Doctor)
all the more ironic (19). He is unable to “perform” even while performing in the
circus in a body covered with performative utterances. Barnes presents the reader
with a stereotypical image of the primitive African male—sexualized, aggressive,
covered in tattoos—yet the composition of the tattoos include the Angel of Chartres,
a Shakespearean character, and designs from the Hamburg House of Rothschild, in
effect contradicting Nikka’s position as primitive Other in his appropriation of
imagery from high European culture. It is in her juxtaposition of the stereotypical
image of virile, primitive black masculinity with the body’s failure to meet that
expectation—in ability, bodily signification, and “blood”—that Barnes suggests a
fracturing of identity, a break from the performative body and its signification, that
challenges the fascist impulse to view aesthetics as a reflection of the artist’s reality.
Similarly, Blyn sees Nikka “challenging the discourses that would identify him as a
For more on queer counterpublics, see Michael Warner and Lauren Berlant, “Sex
in Public.”
56
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degenerate” in his resignification of them on his body (i.e. the Church in the form of
the angel, high British culture in “Desdemona”), and thus his performance “locates
the political stakes of Nightwood's privileged performative subject: its Decadent
resistance to fascist instrumentalization” (504). Equally important to Nikka’s
resistance is the failure to perform (sexually, bodily) at the same time that he
embodies a textual performance and performs primitivism in the ring. Because of
these bodily failures, I further argue that Nikka represents the epitome of the failed
national subject of the fascist imaginary: he is un-reproductive, associated with
“freak show” disability and racialized exociticism, and is thus placed at the center of
a ring to be watched/ surveilled. While Barnes effectively challenges notions of
proper national subjecthood, she nonetheless does so through the problematic
deployment of imperialist and racist discourses, rendering Nikka as an aesthetic
puzzle to be decoded instead of a fully developed subject.
Rare to the experimental fiction of this dissertation, whiteness in Nightwood
is explicitly racialized (as opposed to being left the unmarked center) in contrast to
Jewishness and in connection to privilege and normativity in the form of
heterosexual, reproductive, able bodies. Carrie Rohman illustrates the novel’s
important connection between race and the body, noting that “It is the physical
composition of bodies—bodily matter—that infuses aristocratic birthrights with
value as cultural capital. Aristocracy is thus materialized or rendered powerful
through bodies that are purely bred” (58-59). And, more specifically, it is blood that
matters in delineating racial belonging. Examining the shift in English identity from
locale-based to “blood”-based, i.e. race-based, Ian Baucom identifies the change as
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concomitant with England’s expansion beyond the nation, which becomes
particularly salient given the displacement of Nighwood’s protagonists from their
nations of birth (3). The world of Nightwood functions within this understanding of
racial identity, with white European and Jewish “blood” as central signifiers of
intelligible racial and cultural identity. Thus, the introduction of the American, Robin
Vote—her “New World” mixed identity suggestive of a break with the racial past of
the Old World—serves to upturn these racial markers and to fracture traditional
notions of European identity, both narratively and in her role as the mother of
Guido, the progeny of an Italian Jew posing as an Austrian aristocrat and a queer,
American, gender-nonconforming woman.
As seen in the novel’s preoccupation with the bloodlines of Felix and Robin
and the child they produce, Barnes creates a framework based in the racial theory of
“blood” that resonates with, if not clearly affirms, eugenicist theory (having a
significant following in Britain at the time) that called for the sterilization of the
“feebleminded” sexual “perverts,” and immigrants of the “lower races” (Stone 9598). The racial implications of the obsession with (re)producing “pure” bloodlines
are directly linked to gender and sexuality. “Race mothers,” whose role it was to
perpetuate racial boundaries by reproducing bodies of a dominant or subordinate
racial group, function within a system Laura Doyle names “racial patriarchy,” a
concept that emphasizes the racializing component of what I have called national
heterosexuality after Berlant and Warner (21, 5). Considering Baucom’s claim that
Englishness moved to an identity based on race, we see the race mother—
necessarily an able-bodied reproductive woman within the capitalist system—
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reproducing national boundaries as well. In modern experimental fiction, however,
the image of the racialized mother is often challenged in order to disengage her
from her role as the “sexual-racial matrix of group identity,” while retaining her
function as the embodiment of a shared racial past (“Bordering” 4).
Further illustrating the mutually constitutive ideologies of compulsory
heterosexuality and compulsory ablebodiedness for the reproduction of the national
racial community, Doyle suggests that sexual deviancy was directly related to
degeneracy as a reason for sterilization in the state institutional system. While
eugenic science tied high rates of “feeblemindedness” to the “lower races,” Doyle
points to a 1929 California report stating that three out of four forcibly sterilized
women in that state were originally institutionalized as sexual deviants (17). While
“sexual deviance” covered broad territory, especially as it was applied to women, it
is arguable that the non-reproductive queer female body was just as much a threat
to the reproduction of the race as the “feebleminded” female body. The fact that the
“feebleminded,” queer people, and infertile women have all at one time and to
varying degrees been pathologized, considered disabled, and consequently excluded
from the body politic as burdensome noncontributors emphasizes the importance of
the matrix of ablebodiedness, heterosexuality, and race to the reproduction of the
nation.
Felix’s chosen bride, Robin Vote, is described as “the infected carrier of the
past” (41). Robin is the race mother who eats her young: a week after she has given
birth, Felix finds her “standing in the centre of the floor holding the child high in her
hand as if she were about to dash it down,” and soon after, she abandons baby
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Guido, Jr. She is the reproductive citizen body that transmits its deficiencies; Robin
quite literally queers the role of proper race mother, producing a racially mixed (in
the terms of the novel) and cognitively disabled child, and refusing her traditional
function within the heteronormative family unit. While Felix strives for fixed
identity evidenced in his obsession with European history, aristocracy, and cultural
heritage, Robin, as Carrie Rohman argues, “embodies nonidentity as an authentic
form of being” seen in her refusal to be classified via gender, race, or even species
(58). Though positioned as race mother by Felix, Robin refuses all necessary
categories within the racial-patriarchal system to embody a shared racial past. This
is appropriate given there is no shared past between the two parents on which to
rely. In the Butlerian sense of identity performance, Felix performs an identity for
which there is no original—as Gertrude Stein said, “there is no there there”—while
Robin is unintelligible as a character because of her refusal to perform according to
the scripts of race or gender to which she is inheritor. By framing the novel with a
sense of insecure and non-existent identity, Barnes calls attention to the mutability
of all identity constructions.
Nightwood’s Extraordinary Bodies
In their multiplicity, ambiguity, and often extraordinariness, the bodies of
Nightwood stand in stark contrast to the fascist aesthetic. Representations of the
ideal human form in Nazi-sanctioned German painting and sculpture emphasize
absurdly muscular, young, able-bodied white men and statuesque, women who are
“perfect” in their secondary sex characteristics, suggestive of reproduction. Despite
their idealized form, they are completely without individuality (see figure 5). These
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Figure 5: Kameradschaft (Comradeship)
by Josef Thorak, official artist of the Third
Reich. Displayed in the Great German Art
Exhibition of 1937.
bodies are marked as ideal both in their racial purity and in their apparent
reproductive potential, highlighting the inextricable link between ability and
heterosexuality in constituting the ideal (racialized) national subject. This aesthetic
was in many ways a direct response to the “degenerate art” of modernist aesthetics
outlined earlier. Tobin Siebers argues that modern art in fact depended on
disability, finding “its greatest aesthetic resources in bodies previously considered
to be broken, diseased, wounded, or disabled” as artists sought to redefine beauty
and challenge the superficiality they identified in Victorian Aestheticism. This new
approach further aided modernist artists in reconsidering what it meant to be
human in a society whose borders were both expanding through imperialist efforts
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while also becoming more permeable through increased travel and cultural
circulation. Siebers suggest that the Nazis were among the first to recognize this;
this is perhaps not surprising given the Nazi agenda’s preoccupation (if for
disparate reasons) with who got to count as human (35). These disabled and
wounded bodies entered the imperial metropoles at increasing rates in the early
twentieth century, both literally as wounded soldiers returned from colonial battles
and the First World War, and also figuratively in the recent ubiquity of photography
and film from WWI battle fronts and sites of colonial violence. “Disability
aesthetics,” as Siebers calls it, both captures the modernist preoccupation with new
forms, shock, and fragmentation—forms that stemmed from the shock and
fragmentation of world war, colonial violence and new technologies—while also
creating a space for serious consideration of disability in art and society.
Queer bodies and queer desire in the novel are often tied to images of
disability. At the zenith of their romantic happiness and intimate connection, Robin
and Nora’s relationship is still described in terms of bodily fracture: “As an
amputated hand cannot be disowned because it is experiencing a futurity, of which
the victim is its forebear, so Robin was an amputation that Nora could not renounce.
As the wrist longs, so her heart longed...” (64-65). Barnes plays with the
phenomenon of the phantom limb: that which is both not there and longed for, but
felt as present nonetheless. Describing “narrative prosthesis” as the use of disability
as a literary device to inaugurate the cause for action or represent a problem that
must be solved (such as in the one-legged Captain Ahab’s quest for revenge, or the
vanquishing of Shakespeare’s villainous, hunchbacked Richard III), Sharon Snyder
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and David Mitchell suggest this “prosthesis” allows for a contrast between
mainstream literary tendencies to disguise or seek to “solve” physical or cognitive
difference, and literary works that “expose prosthesis as an artificial, and thus,
resignifiable relation” (9). Robin and Nora’s relationship works as a prosthetic by
exposing the queer resignification of heteronormative romantic intimacy. This
imagery of Robin and Nora as a severed body calls forth the Victorian understanding
of the Anglican marriage ceremony: the performative language of joining a man and
woman together as man and wife made them “one flesh” in more than just a
figurative sense.57 That Nora and Robin function as a body and amputated hand
suggests a queering of heteronormative coupling—instead of “one flesh,” they are
severed flesh, yet no less real or coupled. The image of amputation evokes the
common ablist trope of deformity as abjection that weakens the national social
body, and was particularly reviled by eugenicist nationalist factions. Barnes’ use of
disability imagery in this instance instead not only calls forth the modernist
preoccupation with alienation and fragmentation, but also asks us to “imagin[e]
bodies and desires otherwise,” a key tenet of crip theory: amputation need not
figure as loss, just as queer desire need not signify perversion (McRuer 32).
Considering that ability is a central component to (re)productive citizenship in
capitalist systems, disability here functions to queer the compulsory racialized
heteronormative system; queer desire as amputation of the body suggests a refusal

For example, Felicia Skene’s The Inheritance of Evil; or, The Consequences of
Marrying a Deceased Wife’s Sister (1849) provides a cautionary tale on the premise
that man and woman became “ONE FLESH,” and thus a man having intercourse with
his wife’s sister was akin to incest (31).
57
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to participate in the racial patriarchy that relies on reproductive, whole, “pure”
bodies.
It is no accident that Robin meets Jenny Petherbridge, her next lover, at a
performance of Rigoletto, an opera about a hunchbacked court jester. Jenny, the
manipulative admirer who inserts herself between Robin Vote and any other
potential love interests, is described as having “a beaked head and the body, small,
feeble, and ferocious...Only severed could any part of her have been called ‘right’”
(71). The notion that only an amputation of a body part will make that part appear
“right” directly challenges compulsory able-bodiedness within the context of queer
desire, drawing attention to both able-bodiedness and heterosexuality as
constructed identities. Yet, as Jenny Petherbridge is figured as at the least an object
of pity, at the most a villain, the suggestion that amputation will make her “right”
calls forth common associations of deformity as a punishment for evil in narratives
that, while emphasizing her peculiar queerness, also use disability as a prosthesis
for character development.
The Doctor is barker to this “freak show” of both the contorted bodies of
circus performers and the queer dangers and delights of “the night” (the term used
by the Doctor and Nora to describe the social life of those living on the margins,
largely at night, in bars and salons in Paris). He is at once the epitome of normative
masculinity and the paragon of what would have then been considered gender
“inversion”:58
Havelock Ellis in Sexual Inversion (1897) was one of the first to make a distinction
between homosexuality and inversion, the latter suggesting a gendered psyche that
does not match the biological sex.
58
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If you'll pardon my song and singing voice, both of which were better until I
gave my kidney on the left side to France in the war—and I've drunk myself
half around the world cursing her for jerking it out—if I had it to do again...I'd
be the girl found lurking behind the army... In the old days I was possibly a
girl in Marseilles thumping the dock with a sailor, and perhaps it's that
memory that haunts me. ...Am I to blame if I've turned up this time as I
shouldn't have been, when it was a high soprano I wanted, and deep corn
curls to my bum, with a womb as big as the king's kettle, and a bosom as high
as the bowsprit of a fishing schooner? (97, italics mine)
The Doctor’s loss of flesh is the ultimate sacrifice for his country—a sort of
amputation that was common during the First World War, and lauded as a sacrifice
in service of duty and honor. In contrast, it is the Doctor’s longed-for imagined
bodily absence—a womb—that marks him as outside of the system of national
heterosexuality. He is both the “ideal” and its deviant contrast, suggesting that the
ideal masculine reproductive body of the nation was always a fantasy (Mitchell 29).
The war was seen as “disabling” to the nation both by killing off fit men, and also by
leaving survivors physically or psychically injured, as with the Doctor. Emphasizing
the innate connection between sexuality and ability in terms of the nation, the
president of the British Medical Association around the time of the war once
commented that “while the virility of the nation was carrying on the war the
derelicts were carrying on the race” (qtd. in Linett 13). The image of the Doctor’s
body—at once disabled yet invisibly so, at once queer yet passing as cisgender (at
least in this public moment)—emphasizes the ubiquity yet often invisibility of queer
and disabled existence: hidden in the body of the war veteran and doctor are
absences that have come to define his existence. His very imperceptibility to most as
a queer, disabled body stands as a threat to the mutually constitutive systems of
compulsory heterosexuality and compulsory ablebodiedness that form the
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backbone of national heterosexuality, and particularly the racialized system that
fascist ideologies seek to promote.
In his consideration of the intertwined systems of compulsory
heterosexuality and compulsory ablebodiedness, Robert McRuer argues that it is
“precisely because these systems depend on a queer/ disabled existence that can
never quite be contained, able-bodied heterosexuality's hegemony is always in
danger of collapse” (31). As a visible manifestation of this threat to the social order,
the Doctor is once caught in women’s clothing, yet notably in private. Nora surprises
the Doctor at his flat where he is dressed in a woman’s nightgown, a woman’s wig,
and face made up with rouge and mascara. Spiro suggests that the Doctor’s cross
dressing draws attention to the instability of identity categories, and thus to the
broader political crisis (226). Certainly, the narrative here suggests a palpable
sense of fear at being discovered, specifically of being seen, evident in the Doctor
quickly “snatch[ing] the wig from his head, and sinking down in the bed” that
resonates with the queer folks’ fear of the fascist surveillance state (86). Further, the
Doctor’s overt gender performance is framed by the squalid and the scatological of
everyday life: his sheets are dirty, and a swill-pail “brimming with abominations” is
at the head of the bed in which he lies (85). That this performance takes place in
private, amid the acoutrements of the ordinary, suggests that the Doctor’s cross
dressing is less a drag performance—a hyperdramatized, hypergendered, often
glamourized act—than an everyday act in the Butlerian sense that makes up the
everyday, often unconscious, performance of gender. This is further emphasized by
Nora’s exclamation on finding the Doctor dressed in feminine attire, “I see that the
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night does something to a person's identity even when asleep,” suggesting the
performance is performed unconsciously, both literally and figuratively (87). The
Doctor’s pastiche of genders appears to be part of a normalized lived experience as
opposed to an act intended to disrupt and subvert the status quo. That queerness
exists in the hidden and most quotidian parts of society in itself stands as a threat to
the fascist attitude toward bodily difference, that it is a “sickness,” an anomaly to be
rooted out of an otherwise healthy national body.
Visible Bodies in the Surveillance State
In an analysis that frames Nightwood as a critique of the early twentiethcentury shift to the culture industry, Laura Winkiel sees the contrast between circus
performers and Robin’s function as a public spectacle as suggestive of the
“alienating effects of spectacle” that were indicative of the culture industry (8). As
opposed to the pre-packaged “spectacle” of film and other mass culture popularized
in the 1930s, Winkiel argues that “the circus thrives on performative dissimulation
and heterogeneous, contradictory knowledge,” with the circus performers’
identities always performed multiple and complex ways, allowing for a range of
audience interpretation, reaction, and engagement (20). Expanding on the
importance of distinguishing performance from spectacle, it is helpful to note
performance theorist David Román’s explanation of performance as “not an entity
that exists atemporally for the spectator, rather, the spectator intersects in a
trajectory of continuous production” (qtd. in Carlson 4). Performance is inherently a
dynamic, changing, responsive art form, while the spectacle is homogenous and
atemporal.
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This critical dichotomous model of the circus (heterogeneous, reactive,
engaged) as opposed to the spectacle (homogenous, unified, unilateral) is also
helpful in mapping the sociopolitical shift that is at the heart of Nightwood.
Considering European culture (especially the culture of Vienna and Paris, the
settings of Nightwood) of the late 1920s and early 1930s was comparatively
tolerant, perhaps even celebratory of heterogeneity and the complexity of identity
(the “circus” model), the Europe of the mid- to late 1930s was instead shifting
towards the political spectacle model, where fascist ideologies promoted a
homogenous social and political “visual field,” disallowing the visibility of physically
different bodies, and replacing the multiplicity of identity with the unity and
homogeneity of the Nazi spectacle discussed earlier. Thus, Nightwood’s
performative “enfreaked” bodies—bodies marked as monstrous racially, physically,
or sexually—serve as a sharp contrast to the flattened, homogenous spectacle of
Nazi aesthetics, both in art and society.
Barnes creates a stark contrast between the performativity of disabled
bodies in such contexts as the circus and carnivalesque gender expression—a mode
that functions through the “heterogeneous, contradictory knowledge” of
performativity—and the flattening of other characters by means of the spectacle.
For example, Robin is repeatedly presented as an image, a spectacle to be consumed,
often in contrast to the more dynamic, interactive performances of other characters.
Felix’s first encounter with Robin occurs when the Doctor is called away from a
party to attend to an ill woman, and Felix accompanies him. The Doctor enters
Robin’s room, where she has apparently fainted, and “makes the movements
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common to the…man of magic,” gesturing elaborately in order to distract the other
onlookers for the purpose “of snatching a few drops from a perfume bottle..., of
dusting his darkly bristled chin with a puff, and drawing a line of rouge across his
lips” (39). The Doctor is at once a magician and a drag artist, performing one role for
the benefit of his public in order to perform the other role less noticeably. He is also
a con man, finally capitalizing on his diversion when he “reached out and covered a
loose hundred franc note lying on the table” (40).59 The Doctor’s queer performance
(both peculiar and gender subverting) is multiple, complex, and dynamic. It depends
on the cooperation of his audience and must be adaptable according to the current
situation.
In contrast to the Doctor’s performance, Felix feels like he is gazing upon a
“figurehead in a museum” when looking at Robin Vote for the first time. Barnes’
description of Robin includes the suggestion that “The woman who presents herself
to the spectator as a 'picture' forever arranged is, for the contemplative mind, the
chiefest danger. […]Such a person's every movement will reduce to an image of a
forgotten experience” (41). Robin is the spectacle to be consumed; her art is the
image, the composed picture that is static and unresponsive to its audience.
Significantly, we do not have access to Robin’s point of view throughout most of the
novel, though she is the protagonist. She is gazed upon, sought, and observed; she is
the watched, never the watcher. While Rohman cites Robin’s silence as suggestive
that she “embodies nonidentity,” this assessment applies equally to Robin as an
I use the term “con man” to evoke the original sense of the “confidence man,” the
respectable looking, professional swindler who performs in order to inveigle his
victims to give up their money (see OED, “confidence trick”).
59
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image (58). While performance complicates and multiplies identity, the spectacle
flattens and unifies it. Thus, Robin’s association with spectacle intimates the
emptiness of the fascist homogenous spectacle.
The fruit of Felix and Robin’s marriage is their son, Guido. Barnes gestures
towards, if not directly parodies, eugenicist theory in her characterization of a child
of mixed race and muddled national heritage, with a bisexual mother and a Jewish
father. Guido
had been born to holy decay. Mentally deficient and emotionally excessive, an
addict to death; at ten, barely as tall as a child of six, wearing spectacles,
stumbling when he tried to run, with cold hands and anxious face, he
followed his father, trembling with an excitement that was precocious
ecstasy. (115)
Guido exemplifies those who were the target of “negative eugenics” in his physical
and mental underdevelopment, thought by eugenicists to be a result of both
miscegenation and the passing on of undesirable moral and physical traits. Given
Barnes’ own lifestyle, sexuality, and upbringing, it is reasonable to read this heavyhanded vision of negative eugenics as satire, perhaps mocking the notion that sexual
and racial “transgressions” would be punished in a Biblical-like visitation of sins
upon the perpetrators’ child.60
When Felix asks the Doctor his impression of Guido, the Doctor explains that
“There is more in sickness than the name of that sickness. In the average person is
the peculiar that has been scuttled, and in the peculiar the ordinary that has been
Barnes’ family lived a rather bohemian lifestyle, engaging in a version of free love
and speaking openly about sexuality and queer desire. Barnes herself had a sort of
common law marriage at eighteen that she ended, moved in avant-garde circles in
New York, and had romantic relationships with both women and men. See Djuna:
The Life and Work of Djuna Barnes by Phillip Herring.
60
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sunk; people always fear what requires watching” (128). Michael Davidson observes
that “watching” functions doubly here: first, that disabled bodies are thought to
require monitoring, and secondly, that “their strangeness and oddity fascinates and
amazes” (221). While Davidson’s analysis of this passage refers exclusively to
disabled bodies, I would suggest the Doctor also refers to the circus performers as
others who “require watching,” and, using the circus performers as a metonym for
the margins of society, he also refers to queer, gender non-conforming folk like
himself. Taking into consideration Jean Gallagher’s argument that the novel is
concerned with “the limited and anxiety-laden conditions of visibility for the newly
emerging gender identities of the modernist period,” I argue that the Doctor’s
concern with the fear of “what requires watching,” can be read productively as fear
of the fascist surveillance state (282). With these two meanings functioning
simultaneously—the fear of (queer, disabled, performing) bodies that attract the
gaze, and the fear of a fascist state that requires surveillance of others—the Doctor’s
assessment of Guido (who notably requires an aide to see) undergirds the power of
the visibility of difference and the ubiquity of Othered bodies as symbols of
resistance to the forces of fascism that gain power from creating a spectacle of
homogeneity. Significant to this reading, Barnes titles chapters both “Night Watch”
and “Watchman, What of the Night?,” implying both a state of constant surveillance
of queer bodies—the bodies most implicated in the Doctor’s metaphor of “the
night”—and the pertinence of visibility tropes and watching as central to the
disability aesthetics of the novel.
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Considering the threat of visibility to disabled bodies in Nazi Germany, Carol
Poore examines antifascist resistance in Arnold Zweig's 1943 novel Das Beil von
Wandsbek (The Axe of Wandsbek), whose visibly disabled protagonist, Tom, visits
the zoo despite the zookeepers’ protests that he will be a distracting spectacle for
the rest of the public. Tom, Poore argues, functions as a disruption to the Nazi vision
of homogeneity because he is “seen as a disturbance in the synchronized visual field
of the national racial community” (266). Though visible disability became a
particularly dangerous marker under fascist regimes that encouraged violence
against and pursued sterilization of bodies that differed from the normate (white
straight, able) body, the appearance of disabled bodies in public spaces has long
been regulated in America and elsewhere, either in the construction of public spaces
that are inhospitable to those with different mobility needs, or in codified laws.
Linnett references the “unsightly beggar” ordinances (also referred to as “ugly laws,”
according to Thomson) in many American cities that prohibited those with visible
“deformities” or physical disabilities to beg in public places (13, 7).
In this economy of visibility, where disabled bodies at once attract and repel the
gaze, it is perhaps reasonable to frame Barnes’ disability aesthetic in light of what
Thomson considers a continuum between the socially constructed positions of the
disabled body and the “enfreaked” body. There are frequent slippages in Nightwood
between circus imagery and that of the freak show, as when the Doctor describes his
disgust at a scene between Jenny and Nora as “more than a boy like me (who am the
last woman left in this world, though I am the bearded lady) could bear...” (107). The
Doctor slips between gendered identities, from boy, to woman, to the ambiguously
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gendered bearded lady of the nineteenth-century freak show. This slippage
illustrates what Thomson calls the “truth of the body” that was claimed and
deployed by the normate body, one that was straight, white, ablebodied, and ideally
male. This is best illustrated, Thomson observes, in the fact that
the two main types of people presented as freaks were “normal” nonWesterners and “abnormal” Westerners. As in the ancient and medieval
traditions of imagining foreign races as monstrous, all the bodily
characteristics that seemed different or threatening to the dominant order
merged into a kind of motley chorus line of physical difference on the freak
show stage. (63)
If we see the disabled bodies and the “enfreaked” bodies of Nightwood existing on
the same continuum of bodily difference marked by marginalization and
objectification, then the carnivalizing of black, queer, and disabled bodies (often
literally as circus performers, but also metaphorically as with the Doctor’s “freak
show” imagined self) serves to draw together these marginalized identities under
the umbrella of bodily performativity. These “freak show” bodies, through the
process of being made performative, become public displays that can be retooled to
disrupt the homogenous visual spectacle of the national racial community. In one of
his yarns, the Doctor describes one his circus performer friends, a trapeze artist:
“The stuff of the tights was no longer a covering, it was herself; the span of the
tightly stitched crotch was so much her own flesh that she was as unsexed as a doll.
The needle that had made one the property of the child made the other the property
of no man” (16). The trapeze artist, whose body is the instrument of her
performance, becomes unintelligible as both a woman and a human when that
which marks her as a performer, her costume, becomes indistinguishable from the
body. By figuring the trapeze artist’s body as non-human, unsexed, and thus
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independent from patriarchal control, Barnes creates the ideal metaphor for the
performative potentiality of the non-conforming body to challenge patriarchal, and
in this case, fascist ideologies.
The most striking (and most problematic) example of Barnes’ freak show
aesthetic happens, apropos of nothing, in one of the Doctor’s many long-winded
stories. Describing Felix as “damned from the waist up,” the Doctor is reminded of
Mademoiselle Basquette,
who was damned from the waist down, a girl without legs, built like a
medieval abuse. She used to wheel herself through the Pyrenees on a board.
What there was of her was beautiful in a cheap traditional sort of way, the
face that one sees on a people who come to a racial, not a personal,
amazement. I wanted to give her a present for what of her was missing, and
she said, 'Pearls—they go so well with everything!' Imagine, and the other
half of her still in God's bag of tricks! …[A] sailor saw her one day and fell in
love with her…. So he snatched her up, board and all, and took her away and
had his will; when he got good and tired of her, just for gallantry, he put her
down on her board about five miles out of town, so she had to roll herself
back again, weeping something fearful to see, because one is accustomed to
see tears falling down to the feet. (29-30)
Expecting yet another titillating tale of the circus, the reader is compelled to read
the passage twice to confirm that, in the service of an amusing party story, the
Doctor describes the brutal kidnapping, rape, and abuse of a disabled woman. This
lede is buried; the purpose of the story instead lies in the grotesque comedy of tears
falling “unnaturally” due to her body’s different orientation, covering a distance of
mere inches before reaching the ground instead of the farther distance allowed for
by the normate body. Amid the horrible callousness of the Doctor’s tale, there is a
personal pain that permeates the passage. The stark contrast between genre
(amusing anecdote) and content (violent horror) suggests that the Doctor is
performing through his own pain, or perhaps attempting to occlude it. He is the
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clown of the circus who performs and amuses through his own fumblings and
painful slapstick accidents. Despite his seemingly indulgent attitude and dandyish
affect, in one of his final scenes, the Doctor drinks himself to near incomprehension,
upset about having to teach others about “the night,” yelling at the bar full of
strangers, “What people! All queer in a terrible way. There were a couple of queer
good people once in this world—but none of you” (171). Though he never admits it
aloud, the Doctor is desperate and trapped, perhaps more so than the other queer
characters due to his comparable poverty, and is marked as lonely and unlovable,
the leader of the “freak show.”

Figure 6: Pablo Picasso, Guernica. 1937 (left). Close up of figure with
tears (right).

The shocking, surreal grotesque of this story (and what is the freak show
besides shocking, surreal, grotesque?) calls forth another image grotesque in its
exploration of pain. Picasso’s mural, Guernica, was commissioned for the Spanish
Pavillion at the 1937 Word’s Fair, held in Paris. Initially lacking inspiration for the
commission, Picasso painted the mural in only three months in reaction to Hitler’s
bombing of the Basque village of Guernica in support of Franco’s regime. In a round
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of bombing practice, the Nazi forces attacked during the town’s crowded fair,
dropping one hundred thousand pounds of incendiary explosive bombs for three
hours, killing one third of the town’s population (“Bombing”). Known for its
powerful representations of human pain and suffering, Picasso’s Guernica shows the
tears of the human subjects falling upwards, or sideways, but not naturally down to
the ground, like Mademoiselle Basquette’s “unnatural” path of tears. The figures lie
at unnatural angles, limbs missing or dismembered, bodies contorted and deformed
by pain and grief, eliciting a shock from the viewer similar to the shock we might
feel of the image of the beautiful, parapalegic woman wheeling herself five miles
home on a board, weeping. Picasso’s mural stood in stark contrast to the German
contribution: architect Albert Speer’s massive stone tower topped with the Nazi
eagle and swastika.
Conclusion
Guernica provides a useful analogy between the reality of 1937 Europe and
the fictional world of Nightwood. Displayed in a public arena in the same city
Nightwood is set in the year after its publication, the origin and exhibition of
Guernica emphasizes the interrelated dynamics of surveillance, fragmentation,
difference, and suffering present in both Nightwood and anti-fascist modernist
aesthetics more broadly. As opposed to the emphasized exteriority of Nazi art—
featuring the ideal human form as the essence of German aesthetics, and of the
desired German citizen—the representation of pain, difference and fragmentation in
modernist art speaks to a sense of heterogeneous interiority that was incompatible
with the Nazi vision requiring a unified body and mind in service of the nation. The
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world of Nightwood is peopled by heterogeneous, peculiar, multiple, queer bodies
that create a tapestry of racial, national, and gendered difference. Yet, Barnes resists
any sort of utopian vision of community: these circus and queer communities are
marginalized, afflicted, and enfreaked.
By probing the dichotomy of interiority/ superficiality of character
construction, Barnes challenges the effectiveness of the fascist spectacle to truly
create a unified vision of the racial national community. These characters are
contradictory in their representation of identity (implying interiority) and
superficiality: the Doctor’s stories are empty, and a defining characteristic is bodily
absence: he is missing a kidney and a womb. Yet, his performed national identity as
an Irish/ American/ European is multiple, and his gender performance implies a
complicated psychic identification. While Nikka is presented as an art object to be
gazed upon, his gender and racial performances are complex and multiple. Robin,
however, provides a different sort of challenge to homogenous identity. In her
refusal of identity entirely, her general lack of empathy, and inability to connect,
Barnes shows us the horrors of an identity flattened into pure spectacle.
Barnes’ is not an uncomplicated redemption narrative of disabled bodies that
seeks to represent them as “just like the rest of us” (a common tendency in
mainstream disability narratives that acts as an erasure). Instead, it is a complex
effort in representing disabled bodies as queer, visible, and extraordinary,
sometimes making them freakish in the process. In emphasizing a heterogeneous
national community—one that is steeped in performative acts involving watching
and being watched—in the face of homogenizing racial, national, and gendered
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ideologies, Barnes reframes the act of surveillance queerly. Ultimately, the
extraordinary bodies of Nightwood powerfully disrupt the normate visual field—the
fascist spectacle of homogeneity on which Nazi rhetoric relies—at the same time
that Barnes exploits disability as an aesthetic instead of a lived experience. In the
next chapter, Woolf also seeks to disrupt the homogenous vision of the national
community in the face of impending fascism, yet does so through the fumblings and
misteps of an English village pageant.
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CHAPTER 4
“ORTS, SCRAPS AND FRAGMENTS LIKE OURSELVES”: PERFORMING NATIONAL
HETEROSEXUALITY IN BETWEEN THE ACTS
While Virginia Woolf was writing her final novel, she was also engrossed in a
critical history of English literature. Though unfinished, the essay “Anon” that was
later extracted from this work illuminates Woolf’s preoccupation with performance
during this time. “The play,” she writes, “has outgrown the uncovered theatre where
the sun beats and the rain pours. That theatre must be replaced by the theatre of the
brain. The playwright is replaced by the man who writes a book. The audience is
replaced by the reader” (qtd. in Silver 398). It is no accident, then, that Between the
Acts—written months after the outbreak of Second World War, when threats of
fascism weighed on the minds of Woolf’s Bloomsbury cohort—takes as its premise a
village pageant imitating the “uncovered theatre” of which Woolf speaks. As she did
in Orlando, Woolf embraces performativity in her last novel as an experimental
narrative mode to free her work from the restrictive expectations of representation
that readers inevitably bring to their reading of novels. More so than any of her
previous works, Between the Acts exposes national identity as tangled up in issues of
race and sexuality—most so during times of inter-imperial conflict—while still
revealing Woolf’s lingering attachments to the very institutions she critiques. By
embracing the generic conventions of drama in this novel, Woolf draws attention to
the performative nature of racialized national identities both on stage and in the
everyday lives of the villagers.
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As I established in the second chapter, Woolf often fails to critique the
racializing force of national heterosexuality, even while employing performance to
critique its patriarchal, heteronormative core (organized around marriage, kinship,
and reproduction), an intrinsic constituent of the dominant narrative of the nation.
If national heterosexuality is predicated on a sanitized, pure space—i.e., unsullied by
outsiders—in which citizens reproduce more citizens within the English “race” (at a
time in which Englishness was defined by blood), then racial supremacy, as much as
patriarchy and heteronormativity, are at stake in its preservation. While Woolf
frequently employs racial tropes to illustrate the outsider status of queer white
characters, the England of Between the Acts remains racially Anglo Saxon. At a time
of intense nationalism and the threat of intolerant fascist regimes, both of which left
little space for radical queer politics like Woolf’s, BTA explores the precariousness,
even fantasy, of gendered national identity through performance. As a mode that is
both intrinsically temporal—an act can never be performed exactly the same—and
conducive to “playing”—to temporarily testing out another identity—performance
lends itself to Woolf’s queer project. Woolf’s pageant characters all test other
identities, whether racial or classed, which reflects the central character’s testing of
their own realities. Though many scholars have observed that the novel represents
Woolf’s efforts to navigate anxieties about the increasingly conservative
transnational climate leading up to WWII and that the village pageant of English
history is a critique of the nation, I argue that the framing of this national
performance by queer subjects is an act of disidentification, one in which race,
sexuality, and nationalism form a matrix through which Woolf queers and claims
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membership in the national narrative.61 I first examine the role of marriage in the
novel as the central mechanism of national heterosexuality, and then turn to Woolf’s
deployment of queer characters to disrupt the interpellating power of that dominant
national narrative. Next, I argue that Woolf’s use of disidentification as a queer
performative strategy is successful at challenging dominant national ideologies
without repudiating them and their sustaining power entirely. Finally, I suggest that,
while Woolf’s performative narrative strategy allows her to express radical queer
politics, she does so at the expense of a progressive view of race, employing race
mainly as a trope to indicate other sorts of alterity.
The Village Pageant
Miss LaTrobe’s pageant serves to glorify Imperial British history while also
subtly challenging dominant national narratives. In addition to an ambitious script
that traces the entirety of British imperial history—complete with several plays
within the play—the pageant experiences frequent interruptions of everyday
fragments of village life (cows, the village “idiot,” failing machinery) between the
acts that become part of the performance of British national identity. While the
theme of the play suggests it will serve as an ideological mechanism of national
heterosexuality—indeed, each performed era is marked by a racialized national
sexuality poised to buttress the boundaries of Britishness—queer currents become

Madelyn Detloff argues that that “the novel is an attempt to intervene in the
production of discourses that Woolf found most responsible for the promotion of
war” (“Thinking” 404). In the same vein, Jessica Berman marks the text as
“determinedly counter to the onward rush of fascism” while Michele PridmoreBrown suggests it offers a pluralistic vision of collective identity that countered
fascist national totality (Berman 156).
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visible in the “gaps and fissures” of the performance and serve to highlight Woolf’s
queer nationalism, (Butler “Performative” 10).
The play opens on a young girl cast in the role of a pre-imperial England,
who is quickly replaced by a young woman representing the nation at the time of
Chaucer. The “pilgrims” sing, “I kissed a girl and let her go, / Another did I tumble, /
In the straw and in the hay . . .” (81). Normative sexuality and Englishness intersect
here in the service of continuing the English race through reproduction and
advancing the pure citizenship of national heterosexuality; there is nothing more
English than Chaucer and “innocent” heterosexual encounters. Next, Queen
Elizabeth, played by village tobacconist Eliza Clark, appears in an elaborate costume
embellished with scouring pads and sixpenny brooches—the literal scraps and
fragments of everyday life—and in doing so brings stage and social drama into the
same frame. The sixteenth century is largely represented by the first play within the
play, notably featuring a princess disguised as a boy—a common trope in early
modern drama, yet one that suggests a queer current that has been incorporated
into normative British culture.62
After an intermission, Reason, Time, and Commerce are personified on stage
to represent the coming Pax Britannia (1815-1914). The next and longest playwithin-the-play begins, this time a comedy of manners centering on “Lady Harpy
Harraden,” who is in love with “Sir Spaniel Lilyliver,” attended by the clergyman “Sir
Smirking Peace-be-with-you-all.” This play follows the conventional marriage plot,
ending with Lady Harranden’s daughter Flavinda’s marriage to her love, Valentine.
The queerness of this moment is compounded by the early modern dramatic
tradition of boys playing the roles of women.
62
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Following the next intermission, a policeman takes the stage, serving as the
interlocutor for the Victorian Age and the associated machinations of Empire. He
introduces the final play-within-a-play, this time a scene of Edgar and Eleanor, two
young lovers who talk with lustful excitement about their future work together as
missionaries in Africa. The final scene, “Present Time,” closes the play by breaking
the fourth wall: the actors literally hold mirrors up to the audience in silence for an
uncomfortably long period of time until the play is ended abruptly by a
malfunctioning gramophone and the roar of RAF planes overhead.
Both the pageant and what happens between its acts are a performance—a
rehearsed and repeated act—of British national heterosexuality. Given the parodic
nature of the performance and the fumblings on stage, however, this performance is
at best an ambivalent one. Madelyn Detloff points out that the pageant “is both a
performance and performative” in that it draws the audience’s attention to the
constructed nature of national identity, especially in the actors’ fumblings and
missteps (425). Considering the theatre as a political tool, Galia Benziman argues
that while Woolf’s portrayal of collective identity in the novel is intended to unite—
to emphasize a nationalistic connection to shared past—its fragmentation and
parodic tone are simultaneously intended to challenge the fascistic idea of a
collective national identity, in a similar spirit, I would suggest as Barnes’ Nightwood
(66). While such scholars recognize the important link between the action on the
stage of the pageant and conceptions of national identity, I argue that, through the
intrinsically linked performances both on and off stage, Woolf challenges the
stability of gendered national identity while still maintaining allegiance to some of
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the cultural logics that construct that ideal identity, an ambivalent positioning that
requires in its narration the inherently multivocal mode of performance.
This ambivalence toward the nation is also evidenced in Woolf’s life writing.
Arguing that Woolf never identified as a patriot, Gillian Beer excerpts a letter to
Ethel Smyth in which Woolf describes London as “what, in some odd corner of my
dreaming mind, represents Chaucer, Shakespeare, and Dickens. It’s my only
patriotism” (qtd. in 281). Despite Woolf’s anti-patriotic claims, Woolf betrays her
ambivalence toward nationalism in her choice of the imperial metropole of London
and the English canon (a central tool of cultural imperialism abroad) as the only
exceptions to her lack of patriotic zeal. While Woolf’s WWI-era anti-militaristic
stance has been well-documented, her personal investments in the lead up to the
next world war were more complex. As Woolf was finishing BTA in the summer of
1940, the German Luftwaffe’s Battle of Britain roared over London, bombing civilian
targets in pursuit of a peace settlement or even a British surrender. Virginia and her
husband Leonard, who was Jewish, faced nightly blackouts and air raid sirens, and
worried about money for the first time in years (Lee 707). With an Allied victory far
from imminent, the Woolfs had agreed on a suicide plan in the case of an invasion
via parachutists. As a queer artist married to a Jew, Woolf was at once severely
critical of the imperialist patriarchal forces responsible for the war, and invested
both in the national culture that nurtured her as a writer and the nationalism that
provided her with a survival strategy in an increasingly homophobic, jingoistic
national climate.
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Performing Marriage Beyond the Ending
I take as my premise for the significance of these social and dramatic
performances of 1939 British village life the concept of the racial-sexual matrix of
national heterosexuality at play in British fiction. As stated previously, the function
of the conjugal relationship is to reproduce subjects of a specific racial group, an
ideology commonly buttressed by Victorian fiction and often challenged in
modernist experimental fiction.63 By the time Woolf wrote BTA, women had won
suffrage in England and were increasingly entering the professions, even while
Britain was still adjusting to the shifts in gender relations necessitated by the First
World War. As marriage politics shifted in response to these changes, literary
modernism’s scrutiny of national heterosexuality turned increasingly to narrative
tools like the marriage plot. Fiction, especially fiction written prior to
experimentalism of the early 20th century, serves as a laboratory in which this
national ideology is tested and (most often) enforced through the triumph of the
marriage plot (the antithesis being the failure of the marriage plot resulting in
personal ruin and/or death).64 In this plot, women are rewarded for reproducing the
English race and punished for thwarting racial/ national reproduction.
From the span of Woolf’s oeuvre, it is clear that Woolf was well aware of the
heteronormalizing power of this plot and fiction’s power to challenge and rework it.
From Rachel Vinrace’s agreement to marry Hewett and her subsequent death in The
Voyage Out, to the exploration of the difficulties of contemporaneous artistic and
See Doyle’s use of “racial patriarchy” in Bordering on the Body as well as Alys
Weinbaum in Wayward Reproductions.
64 See Rachel DuPlessis, Writing Beyond the Ending.
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maternal production in A Room of One’s Own, Woolf’s use of marriage as a trope in
her writing was always deliberate and consequential. Thus Woolf’s final novel, often
considered less ambitious by critics and even by Woolf herself, offers perhaps her
most complex perspective on the racial-sexual matrix of national heterosexuality.
While the innermost plots—the plays within the pageant—offer traditional
portrayals of the national ideological function of the conjugal relationship, and the
encompassing pageant constantly reminds us of our familial duties to the nation, the
hosts of the pageant itself—Giles and Isa Oliver—are in the midst of a marital crisis
caused by infidelity and resentment, which is marked by queer performative
moments.
As the novel’s agents of national heterosexuality, Giles and Isa Oliver are (on
the surface) the ideal British family: as owners of the family property and hosts of
the pageant, they are positioned as the rightful inheritors of the same British
historical legacy advanced by the performance. Because ideology “turns especially
on the organization of family, kinship, and marriage,” Rachel DuPlessis argues, the
“point at which these basic formations cross…is the heterosexual couple” (2). As a
central component of national ideologies, the narrative of the heterosexual couple (a
narrative ending in happy marriage, unrequited love, or death) has often functioned
in novels as an allegory for the health or success of the nation. With their
unconventional endings, the romantic narratives of experimental twentieth-century
novels often transgress the dominant national narratives by “writing beyond the
ending” (2). After what would be the ending to Isa’s narrative in a conventional
novel (her marriage to Giles before the action of the novel), she finds herself
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reaching beyond her financially beneficial marriage and questioning her role in the
racial/ sexual matrix of the political economy of marriage, performing an effective
queering of the marriage plot.65
In the midst of tensions caused by infidelities on both sides, Isa becomes
annoyed at what she calls Giles’ “little trick”: he “shut his lips; frowned; and took up
the pose of one who bears the burden of the world’s woe, making money for her to
spend” (111). Within the racialized national discourse, Isa and Giles serve to
reproduce the nation/ empire: Giles produces capital to support imperial pursuits,
while Isa produces British children to carry the Empire forward. Within the political
economy of their marriage, Giles provides financial stability in exchange for Isa’s
domestic and reproductive labor. Significantly, the two queer characters of the
novel—William Dodge, the artist, and Mrs. LaTrobe, the director/ actor—belong to
professions that at the least are not traditionally implicated in producing capital in a
global economy, and at best serve to critique those forces.
Though the most obvious performative elements of the novel occur within
the pageant itself, Woolf hints at the precariousness of this ideal British identity in
Isa’s frequent reliance on performance as a way to make sense of her own position.
Reflecting on her recent affair and her marriage, Isa considers that
Inside the glass, in her eyes, she saw what she had felt overnight for the
ravaged, the silent, the romantic gentleman farmer. “In love,” was in her eyes.
But outside,…among the silver boxes and tooth-brushes, was the other love;
love for her husband, the stockbroker —”The father of my children,” she
added, slipping into the cliché conveniently provided by fiction. (14)

65

See Gayle Rubin, “The Traffic in Women: Notes on the ‘Political Economy’ of Sex.”
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While her love for the farmer is embodied and organic, her love for Giles is
economic: marital love is an impermanent object found among the other everyday
objects of her life, just one of the “scraps and fragments” that add up to a
constructed identity. It is impossible for her to distinguish her love from Giles from
her need for economic security, represented by the materiality of these objects.
Woolf winks at us from Isa’s looking glass: Isa slips “into the cliché conveniently
provided by fiction,” a cliché here provided by Woolf, a fiction writer herself (14).
That Isa repeats this cliché four times throughout the novel in reference to Giles
suggests that Isa can only maintain her identity as wife and mother (an identity
constructed through dominant, racialized national narratives) through this
rehearsal of prescribed lines; she literally performs her marriage. This repeated
utterance reflects two performative attributes: 1) she repeats her “lines” for this
performance as would an actor, and 2) this repetition is reminiscent of J.L. Austin’s
performative speech act. A performative utterance, Austin claims, is an utterance
that does not merely describe reality, but literally perform an action, thereby
changing the social reality. While Austin’s famous example of a performative speech
act is the “I thee wed” of the marriage ceremony (an utterance that enacts the
bonding of marriage), Isa performs her own sort of ritual in reinscribing Giles as
“the father of [her] children” (and ipso facto herself as the wife and mother)
regardless of her contempt for him.
Despite Isa’s rehearsal of heteronormativity, her performance fails to
convince. Shortly after she repeats this line, she follows it with “whom I love and
hate,” thinking, “Surely it was time someone invented a new plot, or that the author
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came out from the bushes . . .” (215). Whether or not the “new plot” Isa desires
refers to an alternative to the traditional marriage plot, or to the plot of the pageant
that has just finished, seems intentionally ambiguous. And, is it Miss LaTrobe,
directing from a hidden spot off stage, who should come out from the bushes? Is it
Woolf the queer writer (or Miss LaTrobe the queer author) who should “come out?”
Or traditional writers that rely on trite romance plots? This ambiguity calls into
question who, among the actors, villagers, and Oliver family, is not performing. Set
in contrast to (or perhaps a reflection of) the traditional marriage plots portrayed
on the pageant stage, plots that all end with a joyous marriage proposal, Isa has
realized that the “next act” beyond the traditional ending fails to sustain the
dominant narrative undergirded by marriage and family. A new plot would allow for
other possibilities beyond marriage and family, and would legitimize and make
space for queer lives and desires.
After the play has ended and the Olivers return to the estate house, Isa Oliver
looks around the room, noting the scraps of life that comprise the world around her:
“The paper crackled. The second hand jerked on. M. Daladier had pegged down the
franc. The girl had gone skylarking with the troopers. She had screamed. She had hit
him. . . . What then?” (216). Isa juxtaposes the language of a newspaper article
regarding pre-WWII global economic markets with fragments of a local story about
rape she had read earlier. In this earlier reading, she includes her own inner
commentary on the story’s finer details:
“A horse with a green tail . . .” which was fantastic. Next, “The guard at
Whitehall . . .” which was romantic and then, building word upon word she
read: “The troopers told her the horse had a green tail; but she found it was
just an ordinary horse. And they dragged her up to the barrack room where
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she was thrown upon a bed. Then one of the troopers removed part of her
clothing, and she screamed and hit him about the face…” (20)
Woolf places Isa’s “romantic” notion of soldiers alongside the violent rape of a
woman, which she later recounts in the same passage as reportage of the impending
global economic crisis.66 Speaking of a similarly fragmented narrative in Jacob’s
Room where gossip surrounding Bonamy’s homosexuality turns quickly to a view of
WWI battleships on the North Sea, Laura Doyle observes that “Woolf’s
juxtapositions consistently imply that normative sexuality is at stake in [the First
World War] and its attendant colonial crimes” (549). While Doyle speaks specifically
of WWI, Woolf’s similar juxtaposition within this early-WWII novel also implies
something about the connection between sexuality, war, and empire. Berlant and
Warner’s characterization of national heterosexuality bears repeating: it is a
mechanism allowing citizens to imagine national culture as a “sanitized space of
sentimental feeling and immaculate behavior, a space of pure citizenship”(549).
With her own transgressions on her mind, Isa’s fascination with this rape story
suggests that Britain—on the brink of another inter-imperial war and potential
economic crisis—is failing in its responsibility to remain a sanitized, immaculate,
heterosexual space. The pageant’s Imperial Policeman, interlocutor for the Victorian
British Empire (to which I return below), has already told the audience that “purity
France entered into the Tripartite Agreement in 1936 with Britain and the U.S.
after the two nations ended the Gold Standard earlier that decade, causing
fluctuations in exchange rates and a need for the devaluation of the franc; however,
the franc continued to fluctuate. When the conservative Daladier government came
into power in 1938, Daladier established more financial control through austerity
measures and was able to assure a more stable exchange rate with Britain and the
U.S. See Ian Drummond, London, Washington, and the Management of the Franc,
1936-39.
66
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[is] our watchword; prosperity and respectability” (Woolf 163). National
heterosexuality falls apart in Isa’s juxtaposition of soldiers, rape and global
economic crisis: the very state apparatus tasked with maintaining order (both
domestically and throughout the empire) violently transgresses on the sanctity of
“pure” womanhood, calling forth associations with a trope historically used in
discussions of colonial crime.67 If the dominant narrative of the nation centers on
the privileging of marriage and family as central aspects of national heterosexuality,
helping to form a pure space of citizenship, then this narrative cannot hold together,
as indicated by the violent economic and personal transgressions detailed in the
newspaper, and in the familial and marital transgressions in Isa’s own story. The
“new plot” Isa wishes for is not only warranted, but necessary.
Throughout the novel, we find hints at the possibility of this new plot in the
performative moments that call attention to the gaps in stable gendered national
identity. For example, Isa, criticizing her figure in the mirror as “[t]hick of waist,
large of limb,” thinks that “she never looked like Sappho, or one of the beautiful
young men whose photographs adorned the weekly papers” (16). These are two odd
points of comparison for an upper-class, heterosexual married woman. The ancient
Greek poet Sappho, the source of the term “sapphism,” became the symbol of female
erotic desire in the mid- to late nineteenth century, and certainly by 1939 would be
Jenny Sharpe identifies rape as a trope in colonialist British literature: the
rebellious native as threat to white womanhood stands in for the disorder of empire
when the colonizing nation loses “justifiable” power over the colonized (2-3).
Similarly, Patrick Brantlinger emphasizes the obsession with the Cawnpore
massacre of the 1857 Indian Rebellion (an overstated account of Indian soldiers’
rape and murder of British women) in British mutiny accounts (211). Later, the
“rape of Belgium” by the “terrible Hun” became a propagandistic call to arms during
WWI.
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140

associated with lesbianism. Isa’s invocation of both a lesbian icon and the image of a
young man (perhaps one of the young men from the newspaper story about the
rape) in what appears to be a straightforward expression of desire for a classically
feminine figure suggests a disidentification with both prescribed heterosexuality and
gendered expectations. Further, she distinguishes herself from the icons of British
nationalism, young British soldiers, hinting at the possibility that her national
identity may lie somewhere outside of the confines dictated by the dominant
narrative of national heterosexuality, effectively queering her gendered national
identity in her very ambivalence.
Racializing Queer Outsiders
These national performances of heterosexuality are interrupted by two of the
novel’s central characters: Miss LaTrobe—the dowdy writer and director who once
lived with an actress—and William Dodge—the self-described “half-man”
accompanying the flamboyant patroness Mrs. Manresa, who is despised by the
aggressively heterosexual Giles Oliver (73). The plots of these two queer characters
seem to “mark time” between the acts of the play, and indeed create a rhythm
throughout the novel as a whole. The appearance of these characters in between the
pageant’s acts creates a queer current that runs throughout the intersecting
marriage plots of both the Olivers and the pageant itself, displacing the ubiquity and
compulsory nature of national heterosexual reproduction.
In an effort to challenge national heterosexuality as an organizing force,
Woolf returns to the strategy of employing race as trope to indicate other sorts of
alterity. These characters are racialized as “other than” English: while
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heterosexuality is marked as solidly within the boundaries of the English race,
queerness is marked as outside the dominant racial group, thus signifying that
queer existence is also outside national belonging. Because reproduction is always a
“racializing force,” we find the non-reproductive queer characters of the novel
marked as outside the bounds of both the marriage plots and the English race,
represented in a microcosm by the village (Weinbaum 37). It is repeatedly
suggested that Miss LaTrobe is not “pure English” (57). Channeling the collective
thinking of the village, the narrator wonders,
But where did she spring from? …From the Channel Islands perhaps? Only
her eyes and something about her always made Mrs. Bingham suspect that
she had Russian blood in her. “Those deep-set eyes; that very square jaw”
reminded her — not that she had been to Russia — of the Tartars. (58)
Just as the racial alterity assigned to To the Lighthouse’s Lily Briscoe through her
“little Chinese eyes” suggests her unsuitability for participation in the racialized
marriage economy, Miss LaTrobe’s racial alterity—remarkably, again found in the
eyes—marks her as outside the marriage economy, and thus outside the system of
racial reproduction.68 Possessing an air of foreign inscrutability, Miss LaTrobe is
described as “swarthy, sturdy and thick set,” not only foreign but unfeminine in a
way that both queers and racializes her out of the system of national (re)production
(58).
The other noticeably queer character of the novel, William Dodge, is marked
as un-English not through racial alterity, but through a queer sort of zoomorphism.
Taking a guided tour of the manor, Dodge has a sudden impulse to reveal to the
See Urmilla Seshagiri, “Orienting Virginia Woolf: Race, Aesthetics and Politics in
To the Lighthouse.”
68
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estate’s elderly matriarch Lucy Swithin that he had been bullied in school and
married to compensate for it; instead, he silently confesses, “my child’s not my child,
Mrs. Swithin. I’m a half-man, Mrs. Swithin; a flickering, mind-divided little snake in
the grass...” (73). We find similarly serpentine references soon after when Giles
Oliver comes upon a snake choking on a large toad stuck in its too-small mouth,
which he describes as a “birth the wrong way round — a monstrous inversion,”
echoing the late-nineteenth-century terminology of “inversion” for homosexuality.
Giles, partly out of mercy and partly out of rage toward himself as a self-described
“coward” and Dodge as a representation of “perversion” (noted in his inner
monologue in the previous paragraph), stomps violently on the snake, killing it and
the toad and staining his white tennis shoes with blood. As has been widely
observed, these two scenes create a clear connection between the queerness of
William Dodge and the “monstrous inversion” of the snake. What has not been noted
is the birth imagery of the snake and its relation to Dodge as a “mind-divided little
snake” (73). As a homosexual, William Dodge does not participate in the marriage
economy’s support of the reproduction of the nation: the birth of his child is not the
result of his compulsory heterosexual marriage. To Giles, a dutiful example of the
heterosexual, capitalist Englishman, Dodge’s queerness is as unnatural a
monstrosity as the toad/snake reverse birth.
Reconciling Woolf’s elite cosmopolitanism with her outsider status, Detloff
offers the Ancient Greek designation of metic to capture Woolf’s relationship to the
nation. As opposed to a full citizen, the metic “was officially designated an outsider
dependent upon the goodwill of a citizen sponsor in order to remain within the
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polis…without being fully enfranchised by it” (7). Though Detloff connects this
directly to Woolf’s gender politics—encapsulated by her declaration in Three
Guineas that “as a woman I want no country. As a woman my country is the whole
world”—this metic status applies equally to Woolf as a queer subject (“Three” 109).
Given the criminal and social ramifications of homosexuality in early twentiethcentury Britain outlined in the first chapter, Woolf’s status as a citizen was
uncertain. In addition to being literally disenfranchised as a woman, Woolf was
included in British society contingent upon keeping her sexuality a secret (if an open
secret with plausible deniability). When queer writers of this era strayed too far, the
state often imposed serious consequences, as evident in Wilde’s conviction and
imprisonment and Radclyffe Hall’s obscenity conviction for The Well of Loneliness.
Woolf avoided such fates in the clever veiling of queer desire in her writing (an
effect she achieved partly through her use of performative language and tropes) as
well as her “sponsorship” in respectable British society by the grace of her marriage
(providing both legal protection and the illusion of heteronormativity), her family
connections, and her reputation as a writer and publisher. Woolf was no doubt
aware of the precarious nature of this acceptance, as evidenced by her plan with
Leonard to commit suicide should the Germans invade Britain.
For both Dodge and Miss LaTrobe, existing outside the protection of
heteronormative British identity places them in potential social peril and, at this
historical moment, physical peril due to the possibility of a Nazi invasion. The
eccentric and wealthy Mrs. Manresa serves as Dodge’s patroness, both socially, by
connecting him with the village pageant, and possibly financially (she claims he is an
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artist, he says he is a clerk). Miss LaTrobe’ admittance into village society seems
temporary, for the express service of directing the play. While the violent imagery of
the snake’s death suggests an implicit, indirect threat to Dodge’s safety, Miss
LaTrobe is treated as an oddity and granted tenuous acceptance into this
community despite her alterity. Both represent a break with the collective British
identity the pageant is intended to illustrate and furthermore construct through its
appeals to the audience. We see such a break in an intermission. Speaking of the
“village idiot,” who draws negative attention from the audience for his erratic
behavior, another villager comments to Giles, “‘Surely, Mr. Oliver, we’re more
civilized?’ ‘We?’ said Giles. ‘We?’ He looked, once, at William” (111). For Giles, the
“village idiot” and William Dodge hold the same value in British society.
This has been a difficult moment in the novel for scholars to make sense of,
however, given Woolf’s problematic attitude toward mental disability. Janet Lyon
addresses a 1915 entry in Woolf’s diary recording her encounter on a Kingston
towpath with “a long line of imbeciles. The first was a very tall young man, just
queer enough to look twice at…. it was perfectly horrible. They should certainly be
killed” (“Diary” 13). The sense of “shock” that Lyon notes in Woolf’s reaction to
encountering mentally disabled people is evident also in Giles Oliver’s rising outrage
at Dodge’s inclusion in the same society as he (558). Though it is impossible to
discern Woolf’s thinking from her diary entry (A private, fleeting thought? Revulsion
to the mentally unfit, reflected in the eugenicist thinking of the time?) what can we
make of Woolf’s use of the “village idiot” to draw attention to Dodge’s outsider
status?
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This strange pairing marks a moment of deep ambivalence for Woolf as both
an elite intellectual and a queer woman. Just as Woolf uses racial tropes in the
pageant to deconstruct the performance of British national identity, she uses a
different kind of alterity here to distance herself as a queer writer from a queer
character by conflating the rejection of the village idiot—a sentiment she expressed
herself at one time—with the rejection of Dodge as a homosexual outsider. Such
appropriating of racial and disability tropes in Woolf’s oeuvre have made it difficult
for Woolf scholars to fully negotiate her sometimes problematic, often radical
politics. Woolf’s use of disability mirrors Barnes’ in many ways: while the trope of
disability exposes national heterosexuality’s exclusion of all non-able-bodied, nonwhite, queer subjects, Woolf’s village idiot is still “enfreaked” in similar ways to
Barnes’ circus performers. In order to navigate these tensions, I suggest that the
concept of “disidentification” allows us to understand such ambivalence in Woolf’s
work: as seen in BTA, Woolf at once retains attachments to normative ideologies
while also presenting a radical queer vision.
Disidentifying through Queer Nationalism
Performance theorist José Muñoz suggests that disidentification, especially in
the sense of performed identity, is a queer survival strategy.69 As opposed to
identification, which involves the subject assimilating with the model of the
dominant majority, or counteridentification, where the subject seeks to escape
ideology entirely, disidentification “works on and against dominant ideology” and
“Performativity” here carries with it several connotations: the theatrical, identity
expression, and even, to an extent, deconstruction and speech-act theory, insofar as
to “queer” not only describes something, but performs the act of queering in its very
utterance.
69
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“tries to transform a cultural logic from within” (11). Disidentification is of
particular use in discussing ambivalent attitudes toward dominant ideologies, as
with the “queer nationalism” Woolf and other queer modernists exercised. Far from
rejecting the dominant ideologies that construct what Muñoz calls “cultural logics”
such as heteronormativity, misogyny, and white supremacy that support state
power, disidentification reconfigures them in order to engage with their valuable
aspects while also interrogating those that are repulsive, thus enabling political
negotiation and interrogation instead of a termination of critical discourse (5).
Disidentification is, at its core, an “ambivalent modality” (28). Muñoz
provides as an example a lesbian Latina performance artist, Marga Gomez, who as a
child in the 1970s watches a salacious daytime talk show featuring closeted lesbian
truck drivers who shamefully admit to their secret lives on the road. Performing in a
one-woman show as an adult, Gomez describes the feeling of seeing in these
damagingly stereotypical images of lesbians a reflected version of what she wants to
be; she is attracted to the mystery, the secrecy, and what is exploited by the show
producers as the implicit eroticism of lesbian desire. Gomez subverts the dominant
narrative of queer shame and secrecy, parodying what was intended as a warning
against the perils of lesbianism and reframing it in her own performance, thus
exposing the excesses and absurdities of the dominant narrative and ultimately
weakening its representational power. Disidentification shows both the queer
subject’s mastery of the dominant narrative—the ability to “perform”
heteronormative national identities—and also the subject’s status as outside this
narrative. The queer subject is thus able to deconstruct dominant ideologies and re-
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interpret some of these ideologies’ respective elements in order to critique the
narrative and create spaces for queer narratives within it.
A particularly salient example of disidentification within the intersection of
race, nationalism, and sexuality occurs in the pageant monologue of Woolf’s
Victorian Imperial Policeman. Considering his duties directing the traffic of the
Empire, he reflects:
Some bother it may be in Ireland; Famine. Fenians. What not. On Thursday
it’s the natives of Peru require protection and correction, we give ‘em what’s
due. But mark you, our rule don’t end there. It’s a Christian country, our
Empire, under the White Queen Victoria. Over thought and religion; drink;
dress; manners; marriage too, I wield my truncheon…. The rule of an Empire
must keep his eye on the cot; spy too in the kitchen; drawing-room; library;
wherever one or two, me and you, come together. Purity our watchword;
prosperity and respectability. If not, why, let ‘em fester in...Cripplegate;...Let
‘em sweat at the mines; cough at the looms; rightly endure their lot. That’s
the price of Empire; that’s the white man’s burden. And I can tell you, to
direct traffic orderly...is a whole-time, white man’s job. (162-63)
While superficially, this monologue seems to undergird state power, I suggest that it
also attempts to reconfigure nationalistic cultural texts by exposing the gaps and
fissures in the Policeman’s universalizing interpellation of the proper (i.e.
heterosexual, reproductive, white, able-bodied) British subject. Woolf combines the
pillars of British culture (religion, manners, marriage, imperialism) with cultural
texts (the “white man’s burden” would have been a known phrase to the audience,
following Kipling’s poem of the same name) and recent historical events in the
Empire (the Fenian movement in Ireland, Britain’s financial dealings on both sides
in the 1879-1883 War of the Pacific between Chile and Peru) to emphasize the
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impossibility of “proper” British identity.70 If the true Briton is Christian,
heterosexual, married, “pure,” productive of capital and of progeny, white, a servant
of Empire, and thoroughly loyal to the crown, as the Policeman implies, then one
might assume that no such person does or could exist. Woolf, through the
dramaturgy of Miss LaTrobe, reworks the messages of nationalism in order to make
space for the disempowered—those that do not fit into the impossibly narrow
definition the Policeman outlines—while still retaining allegiances to some
machinations of state power. By exposing the fallibility of this iteration of
nationalism (supported through national heterosexuality), Woolf, in effect, makes
absurd the notion of a fixed national (gendered) identity, thus queering nationalism.
While Woolf’s references to “the white man’s burden” and the “White Queen
Victoria,” seem tongue-in-cheek, her deployments of racial tropes that do not
explicitly refer to whiteness are less overtly manipulated. During one of the final
scenes of the play, representing the aftermath of the First World War, a reporter
takes notes on the on-stage action: “Now issued black man in fuzzy wig; coffeecoloured ditto in silver turban; they signify presumably the League of...” (181-82).
The reporter is interrupted by the audience’s applause at “this flattering tribute to
ourselves,” that is, Britain’s role in restoring “civilization” via the League of Nations
(182). Here, and elsewhere in Woolf’s work, black bodies themselves do not have
subversive potential, but only signify political critique through the body of the white
artist/ performer. As with Woolf’s real-life cross-racial play aboard the Dreadnought
nearly thirty years before she wrote BTA, these white actors can play “in the dark” of
See Cain and Hopkins in British Imperialism 1688-2015 for a description of
Britain’s South American involvement at the time (286-288).
70
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blackface while retaining white privilege. As before, Woolf uses such Africanisms to
explore unspoken desires and allegiances, here her complicated relationship with
racialized Imperialism.
As with many of Woolf’s critiques of empire, this particular critique is
centered on whiteness as the reference point and empire’s effect on the metropole
as opposed to manifestations of colonial violence abroad. Such Africanisms—the use
of black bodies as tropes to signify issues ranging from connotative blackness, to
repression, to active sexuality—are a conduit for Woolf to disidentify with dominant
national narratives. Blackness is used to punctuate a scene or as an exotic contrast
to the quotidian British countryside. When the doddering Lucy Swithin tries to
describe to Miss LaTrobe the ways in which the pageant has prompted her to
consider her own part in history, Lucy exclaims, “What a small part I’ve had to play!
But you’ve made me feel I could have played . . . Cleopatra!” (153). Miss LaTrobe
interprets Lucy’s incoherent comments as “I might have been—Cleopatra…You’ve
stirred in me my unacted part” (153). The choice of comparison evokes a sense of
scale between the frail, timid Mrs. Swithin, and the powerful, legendary Cleopatra.71
Yet, Woolf’s reference to the African queen further plays on Africanist and
Orientalist associations with exotic allure and mystery, which is juxtaposed with
Mrs. Swithin’s status as a widowed Englishwoman living under the patronage of
male relatives. This use of a black figure as surrogate for Mrs. Swithin’s unspoken
passions is itself a queering of the passive English female sexuality Mrs. Swithin
represents; however, Woolf exploits blackness in order to code a conversation about
A 1909 entry in Adrian Stephen’s diary mentions that Virginia went dressed as
Cleopatra to a party at the Botanical Gardens (Putzel qtd. on 51).
71
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desire that transpires between two women, one of whom is explicitly marked as
queer.
The use of blackness to triangulate desire occurs on the village stage as well.
After the policeman’s introduction of the Victorian Age, the era is then represented
by a play within the play featuring Edgar, a man with missionary ambitions, courting
the chaste Eleanor. As Edgar begins his soliloquy on his ambitions to begin a life in
service of his fellow man, Eleanor interrupts:
ELEANOR: I too have longed to convert the heathen!
EDGAR: Miss Hardcastle...Eleanor...You tempt me! Dare I ask you? No—
so young, so fair, so innocent. Think, I implore you, before you answer.
ELEANOR: …I have thought—on my knees!
EDGAR (taking a ring from his pocket). Then…My mother with her last
breath charged me to give this ring only to one to whom a lifetime in the
African desert among the heathens would be—
ELEANOR (taking the ring). Perfect happiness! (166)
In this sentimental public display of private intimacy, Edgar and Eleanor’s romantic
desire for each other is triangulated by a shared desire for black bodies. At least
superficially, this desire manifests as a yearning to save their “heathen” souls, but
the erotic subtext revolves around Eleanor’s thinking through her future “on her
knees” and the fact that the couple’s engagement is predicated upon a “lifetime in
the African desert” (166). Edgar and Eleanor represent the model British subjects:
their heterosexuality turns on Christian duty to Empire. They perform national
heterosexuality, but with a difference. The performance of national heterosexuality
here is exaggerated to the point of absurdity. Elements of the dominant narratives of
Christian duty, the “white man’s burden,” and heterosexual marriage plot—all
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turning on an ideal British national identity—are exaggerated and reconfigured
through Eleanor’s chaste desire for missionary work and Edgar’s marriage proposal
being contingent upon a life of proselytizing in Africa. To further emphasize the
ridiculousness of this conflation of erotic desire with nation and empire, the actors
exit this play within the play to the strains of “Rule Britannia” and Edgar’s final
rallying cry, “to convert the heathen!” (170, 172). Thus, the representational power
of national, imperial, and heteronormative narratives is weakened through Miss
LaTrobe’s/ Woolf’s lampoon.
Though, as noted earlier, Woolf’s “only patriotism” lay in her love of Chaucer,
Shakespeare, and Dickens (the traditional British canon and hegemonic tool of
British imperialism) the play with dominant national narratives exemplified by the
Victorian scene in the pageant reveals Woolf’s ambivalence toward nationalism.
While she remains critical of the cultural logics of patriarchy and imperialism,
Woolf’s very mastery of the dominant narratives supporting these logics—
developed, in part, by the patriarchs of British literature she admires—reveals
lingering attachments towards narratives that work to support state power. Her
“play” with the elements of these narratives in the form of disidentification, then,
becomes a survival strategy for Woolf as a queer subject who is at once outside of
national belonging while also participating in and benefiting from national culture
and the imperialist financial system. Thus, Woolf, through the queer figure of Miss
LaTrobe, reframes British nationalistic narratives queerly, exposing the gaps in such
cultural logics that possess the potential to make space for other plots.
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Miss LaTrobe literally holds a mirror to British national identity at the end of
the play when the actors perform the final scene, “Present Time.” By directing a
collection of mirrored objects towards the audience, they see their collective, though
fragmented, selves. Her intention, it seems, is to show the audience their own
masquerades. Asking them to “calmly consider ourselves,” Miss LaTrobe condemns
the group as “Liars most of us. Thieves too… The poor are as bad as the rich are.
Perhaps worse. …O we’re all the same.” (187). The critique of British society
culminates with Miss LaTrobe’s condemnation of the current political moment:
Look at ourselves, ladies and gentlemen! Then at the wall, and ask how’s this
wall, the great wall, which we call, perhaps miscall, civilization, to be built by
(here the mirrors flicked and flashed) orts, scraps and fragments like
ourselves. (188)
This “great wall” refers to the previous scene; built by actors in black- and
brownface dressed in turbans and “fuzzy wigs,” this staged construction is intended
to symbolize the rebuilding of “civilization” after the First World War via the League
of Nations. Yet, the “fragments like ourselves,” reflected in the mirrors on stage
reflect only white faces. The inaccuracy of this warped representation of the British
population is striking: while Britain itself accounted for 1/40 of the global
population in the 1930s, the reach of the British Empire claimed 25% of it (Elontra
285). Given the focus in Woolf’s writing on how empire enters the metropole as
opposed to colonial conflict abroad, this distorted reflection of imperial reality
seems unintentional. This disconnection between the reflected “civilization” of the
village and the reality of the population of the British Empire is indicative of Woolf’s
race problem throughout her oeuvre.
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Woolf willfully ignores the changing racial and ethnic landscape of British
society, suggesting, perhaps, her attachment to an England of the racially English,
even as she is aware of the dangers of imperialism. Yet, her ambivalence toward
national identity (particularly in this moment of literal and figurative
fragmentation) is striking, preventing any clear picture of Woolf’s critique or
allegiance to nationalism.72 In contrast to the downfalls of civilization she at first
enumerates, Miss LaTrobe then calls on the audience to “listen to the gramophone
confirming” their shared impulses towards love and kindness; however, someone
has mixed the records, resulting in a cacophony of incoherent melodies (188). This
interruption in the performance again obstructs Miss LaTrobe’s narrative of
national identity. As a failed message, it is the last of a series of interrupted
communications that leads Miss LaTrobe to despair, “‘Curse ‘em!...Audiences were
the devil. O to write a play without an audience” (179-80). Considering Woolf’s
privileging of the “theatre of the brain” that does away with the traditional audience,
it is tempting to further conflate the frustrations of Miss LaTrobe and Woolf as
writers. Given the many twists and turns in Woolf’s complicated attitude toward the
nation going into the Second World War, performance was perhaps the central
mode available to both challenge dominant narratives while also hinting at the
lingering attachments to power Woolf retained.

I say she willfully ignores the changing racial landscape of Britain due to her
immersion in its epicenter. Bloomsbury was home to the British Museum and
University College London, the first English university to accept non-Anglican (i.e.,
non-English and colonial) students. Both institutions transformed Bloomsbury from
a residential neighborhood into a hub of boarding houses, pubs, and restaurants
catering to the international scholars drawn to these institutions.
72
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Expressed through the disidentificatory performances of the pageant’s
heteronormative romances and the queering of the marriage economy in the
surrounding narrative, Woolf’s ambivalence becomes a site of potential resistance to
prescriptive national narratives rather than a point of weakness in her antiimperialist, anti-patriarchal politics. Yet, her resistance to imperialism in the novel
stops short of critiquing its racializing forces: race is deployed only as a trope of
alterity designed to call attention to the status of the queer characters of the novel
(and perhaps to the status of queer subjects writ large at a time of looming fascism).
As Woolf’s contemporary audience, we are forced to reflect upon her ambivalent
narrative threading of the problematic with the progressive. A glimmer of a
progressive racial vision seems to be present: through the metonymic relationship
of queerness and race in the novel, there is a sense that racial Others are also
national and cultural outsiders. And yet, Woolf stops short of realizing this vision.
Empathizing with Woolf’s (and Miss LaTrobe’s) skepticism of audience, we are left
frustrated with our writer’s inability to fully realize and communicate a “new plot”
that is liberatory for both racial and queer outsiders. Performance—both staged and
as a narrative trope—is unique in its encompassing ability to help us make sense of
Woolf’s seemingly contradictory attitudes toward nationalism. It allows us to
recognize that Woolf’s attachments to dominant racial ideologies may be attributed
in part to her dependence on state power as a metic. Through a performative lens,
we can embrace Woolf’s radical queer politics while critiquing the troubling racist
and imperialist imagery in works like Between the Acts, seeing both sides as part of
Woolf’s fraught relationship with British national identity. These two sides both
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contribute to Woolf’s performative aesthetic—because of her racial and class
privilege, Woolf is able to exploit racial tropes in the service of creating queer
spaces.
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CONCLUSION
MODERNIST FUTURITIES

“A hundred years on, the region’s protagonists will doubtless remind
European powers frequently enough that, no matter who started it,
the war’s legacy lies in a conflicted arc from Jerusalem to Damascus
and Baghdad as much as on the onetime battlefields of the Somme.”
—Alan Cowell, New York Times, January 10, 2014
“We may never touch queerness, but we can feel it as the warm
illumination of a horizon imbued with potentiality. We have never
been queer, yet queerness exists for us as an ideality that can be
distilled from the past and used to imagine a future.”
—José Esteban Muñoz, Cruising Utopia

Every Sunday from September through December of 2016, an actor stands on
a concrete slab measuring thirteen by seven feet, the size of Oscar Wilde’s cell, in the
chapel of the now defunct Reading Prison. The actor recites “The Ballad of Reading
Gaol,” a poem Wilde wrote in exile after his release, while standing in front of
Wilde’s original cell door. In a cell upstairs, one can hear the disembodied voice of
Chinese artist Ai Wei Wei read a letter that he wrote to his son about his
imprisonment in China. Another cell echoes with the recorded voice of playwright
Gillian Slovo talking to her mother, Ruth First, who was jailed and ultimately
assassinated in Apartheid South Africa (Barker). In bringing together performances
from artists across the world who have suffered at the hands of state power for their
art, the exhibition “Inside: Artists and Writers in Reading Prison” speaks to the
power of performance to create space for artistic expression even in the most
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restrictive of circumstances. The representation of Wilde’s absence even as his
words are voiced speaks to the reach of queer aesthetic visions from the early
twentieth century to the present that challenge nationalist ideologies, thus queering
this space of state power. This is in part what I hope to have illustrated in this
project: the vital role that performance has played and continues to play in
aesthetically expressing desires, politics, and currents that have been suppressed by
the narrowness of “pure” citizenship as delimited by the state.
In this study, I have attempted to join several contemporary conversations in
modernist studies through the lens of performance, an effort I see as critical to
understanding queer modernist aesthetics and yet surprisingly unattended to in the
current discourse. By bringing together critical analyses of social, staged, gender,
and narrative performance, I seek to emphasize how integral performance is to
modernism, and also how these various performances necessarily circulate into
each other, reframing their themes for different audiences and different purposes.
The clearest example of this is Wilde’s play Salomé, embodying the Orientalist yet
especially queered Salomania that inspired Maud Allan’s performance, both of
which circulated into and influenced the “Cult of the Clitoris” court performance.
This, no doubt, also had great influence on proceeding libel and indecency cases, all
particularly performative in their staging and audience relationships. It particularly
mirrors Radclyffe Hall’s Well of Loneliness indecency trial; as mentioned, the
Bloomsbury cohort rallied behind Hall (or at least the artistic freedom the
prosecutors sought to undermine), with Woolf offering to perform in court by
testifying to the novel’s artistic merit, which she privately discredited.
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What became clear in the process of examining these performative moments
is that popular visions of the distant empire and thus the imperial racialized Other
was always tangled up in white British queer desires, whether homosexual or taboo.
Morrison’s concept of “playing in the dark” takes on a particularly salient meaning
here, suggestive of an erotic, mischievous romp, but also a privileged frolicking in
fraught racial politics that always ensures an escape back to the safety of whiteness
for the performer. Distinct from the white American authors Morrison addresses
(Poe, Melville, and Cather), the writers addressed here often “play in the dark” in an
ostentatiously performative way. Woolf frames Orlando’s experiences with the
racial other with literal staging (as seen in his encounter with Shakespeare’s
Othello) or uses them to emphasize libidinally charged performances of the self, as
when the newly female Orlando dons the costumes of Turkish gypsies in order to
more safely explore the world as an independent woman. In Nightwood, it seems
that Barnes herself plays in the dark with her portrayal of Nikka, the black circus
performer who fails to perform sexually even as he performs for the largely white
audiences in the ring. Beyond using blackness as a foil for whiteness, or as an
allegory for freedom as Morrison suggests of American authors, these British
modernists use blackness to signify a flamboyant performance suggestive of a range
of queer desires and attachments.
While my approach to queer nationalism examines how modernist artists
and writers negotiate a narrow brand of nationalism formed in the fires of the First
World War as well as preceding imperialist encounters, the term “queer
nationalism” has taken on a disparate meaning in the last thirty years. “We’re here!
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We’re queer! Get used to it!” became the rallying cry for the organization Queer
Nation, formed in 1990 as a direct action group seeking to end discrimination and
violence against the queer community through legal and illegal tactics. “Queer
nationalism” in this context suggests a separatist view, an allegiance to a state not
yet realized, one apart from the dominant nation that promotes queer erasure. As I
come to the end of this project, I hope this new queer nationalism—an insistent call
for the recognition of queer lives and the representation of queer stories openly and
equally to heteronormative narratives—can inspire new approaches toward and
inform our readings of this past queer nationalism—one developed as an aesthetic
approach to representing queer existence, even at the expense of other minority
subjects which nationalist ideologies subjugate. Considered together, it is clear that
these two queer nationalisms share a sense of “queer-as-doing,” of queering the
nation and dominant national narratives as a strategy for belonging. Muñoz’s vision
of queerness as an “ideality that can be distilled from the past and used to imagine a
future” underlines the importance of re-envisioning queer genealogies, a project to
which this study contributes (“Cruising” 1). Modernism’s forward-reaching vision—
seen in Forster’s call to “only connect,” in Mrs. Dalloway’s appeal to “fear no more
the heat o’ the sun,” and even in Barnes’ vision of a queer “night” life that exists
alongside the heteronormative machinations of the day—calls us to attend to the
project of queerness that is never complete, a horizon that is always in the distance.
My realization of this project was largely concurrent with a treacherous
geopolitical theatre itself. I finished the third chapter on impending fascism, which
touches on the horrendous bombing of civilians in a small village that inspired
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Picasso’s Guernica, just as news had broken of Syrian President Assad’s April 4,
2017 chemical attack on the Syrian civilians of Khan Sheikhoun. New York Times
columnist Alan Cowell’s observation that World War One’s legacy lies in “Damascus
and Baghdad as much as on the onetime battlefields of the Somme” seems eerily on
the mark considering the European nations’ roles in developing and first using
chemical weapons during the war. The legacy of Europe’s imperial global war still
permeates the towns of North Africa and the Middle East, and the roots of imperial
Orientalist visions continue to feed popular Orientalist performances today. It is not
difficult to sense the same sort of melancholia indicative of the modernist project in
our historical moment of fascist demagogues who seek to undermine the wellbeing
of their citizens for personal gain and ego. Thinking of how modernist aesthetics
sought to challenge the ideological forces of imperialism, even while sometimes
relying on their power by benefit of race and class privilege, the relevance of the
modernist project to today’s geopolitical scene is clear. As evidenced by
contemporary postcolonial literature that continues to respond to British
modernism’s complicity with problematic ideologies of modernism, the project of
queering nationalism in new and productive ways continues.
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